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international community. First, it highlights the need to engage directly with 
concerned stakeholders in Rakhine State, mainly the AA from the Arakanese 
side and representatives of Rohingya communities, both domestic leaders 
and exiled activists. The trust in the AA by the Arakanese is substantial, and 
the AA have huge leverage. For the Rohingya, local community leaders have 
extensive knowledge of on-the-ground situations but are limited in their 
capacity to speak freely due to safety concerns. Therefore, exiled Rohingya 
human rights activists should also be consulted. A second recommendation 
is to empower the civil society groups among the Rohingya communities. 
Students and youths in the IDP camps are initiating self-help groups 
and engaging informally with their Arakanese peers. These should be 
strengthened and supported, and, where possible, educational assistance 
and scholarships for youth from both communities should be provided. 


Beyond this, the international community needs to support Myanmatr’s 
democratic transition. Myanmar is facing unprecedented challenges with 
democratic backsliding and is at risk of becoming a regional humanitarian 
catastrophe. The state and the majority group at the national level will 
continue to play a role and this will affect the situation in Rakhine State. 
Without addressing the structural issues and political impasse by which 
military and/or authoritarian regimes continue to control state power, 
both communities in Rakhine State are very likely to face another round 
of atrocities. Part of this requires closely monitoring the development of 
the ultra-nationalist movements that are backed by the military and 
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opportunists. One of the root causes of discrimination against the Rohingya 
is nationalistic sentiments fuelled by fake news and hate speech. Such 
sentiments are seemingly still in the undercurrent but they could become 
overt at any time. 


Finally, the international community needs to adhere to the ‘do no harm’ 
principle and try to reduce Myanmar’s dependence on international aid. 
The international community is cognisant of the scale of support required 
for humanitarian reasons, but it must also explicitly understand the risk of 
creating a situation in which Myanmar becomes dependent on such aid, 
thereby undermining the capacity of the Myanmar people to build and 
rebuild their own relationships. 
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Abstract 


The Myanmar military’s seizure of power in February 2021 led to a 
breakdown in the collaborative state-society relations that had characterised 
the COVID-19 response during the first year of the pandemic. This 
chapter examines the dynamics of cooperation and contention between 
successive administrations (civilian and military) and the enduring role of 
Myanmar’s vibrant, non-state charitable sector in pandemic response prior 
to and following the coup. Assessing claims made prior to the coup that the 
intermediation of state pandemic social aid was weaponised by the National 
League for Democracy, the chapter focuses on how the junta’s abandonment 
of the government’s limited social stimulus initiatives, and their adoption 
of strategies to empower pro-military or neutral loyalists at a local level, 
has fractured the state—-society collaboration that had helped contain and 
manage COVID-19 in 2020. The chapter identifies four key strategies 
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through which the junta has sought to discipline Myanmar’s vibrant, non- 
state social sector: suppressing perceived dissenters, empowering loyalists, 
disciplining charitable actors and partnering with neutral welfare groups. 
We conclude by reflecting on debates about the meaning of neutrality in the 
context of the new dictatorship, urging the need for greater international 
support to non-state welfare provision in the short term. 


KKK 


With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020, pre-existing 
dynamics of economic inequality, political polarisation and democratic 
decay were exacerbated globally and across Southeast Asia (Croissant 2020; 
Aspinall et al. 2021; Gadarian, Goodman & Pepinsky 2022). Myanmar is 
no exception in this regard, with the pandemic intensifying deeply ingrained 
political divides, especially over the distribution of government social aid 
to populations whose livelihoods were upheaved by the socioeconomic 
downturn and lockdowns. Throughout the pandemic, both the elected 
government of Aung San Suu Kyi and the military administration since 
February 2021 were accused of exploiting COVID-19 to benefit their 
political allies and entrench their social dominance. This chapter assesses 
these claims by examining the dynamics of what we term pandemic 
weaponisation before and after the military’s return to power in February 
2021. Initially enlisted by critics of the National League for Democracy 
(NLD) to describe pandemic response efforts in 2020, we use the concept 
of weaponisation to examine patterns of state—society relations before and 
after the military coup. We argue that, whereas the NLD government 
encouraged non-state social responses during 2020, after seizing power in 
February 2021, the State Administrative Council (SAC) brutally suppressed 
political opposition and disrupted non-state pandemic responses. The result 
has been the fracturing of state attempts to manage the pandemic via societal 
partners while paradoxically heightening reliance on neighbourhood and 
charitable response efforts to survive and resist the dictatorship. 


This chapter draws on a national survey conducted in January 2021 by 
the co-authors and colleagues at The Australian National University, the 
University of Massachusetts and Innovations for Poverty Action, along with 
over 50 interviews with ordinary people, political candidates and welfare 
activists conducted prior to and after the 2021 military coup. Interviews 
with respondents in seven states and regions were conducted between 
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2020 and 2022 by a team of research assistants trained and coordinated 
by the co-authors. To manage COVID-19 and post-coup safety concerns, 
the bulk of discussions occurred virtually via encrypted communications. 
Transcripts were anonymised and translated into English and are available 
via a public archive.’ 


The sections of this chapter proceed by outlining the socioeconomic 
impacts of COVID-19 and governmental social responses, initially during 
the civilian government and then since the return to military dictatorship. 
The first section analyses the inadequacy and limitations of state social 
aid during 2020 and how these dynamics fed claims of politicisation and 
pandemic weaponisation by minority parties and interests against the NLD 
government in the months prior to the February 2021 coup. The second 
section highlights the juntas abandonment of the NLD government's limited 
social stimulus initiatives and examines how the collapse of state-society 
cooperation impacted pandemic health and social responses during 2021. 
Informed by interviews with grassroots welfare activists and businesspeople 
since the coup, the third section highlights how the junta’s suppression of 
charitable COVID-19 response efforts and dismissal of striking government 
staff further entrenched the role of private, communal and ethnic social 
service providers both in providing aid and in sustaining resistance to the 
new dictatorship. 


The chapter concludes that the nascent state-society cooperation of the 
NLD-era has come to a dramatic end since the coup, deepening the reliance 
of ordinary people on private and non-state providers. In this sense, the 
weaponisation of COVID-19 by the junta has compounded a process of 
state social outsourcing that has been ongoing for decades, entrenching 
societal reliance on non-state social actors both to survive and resist the 
dictatorship (McCarthy 2023). 


1 English versions of transcripts from selected oral history interviews focusing on the pandemic 
and conducted with Myanmar respondents between 2020 and 2022, including several cited here, are 
accessible from the National University of Singapore Asia Research Institute archive for the ‘Living with 
COVID-19 in Southeast Asia project: ec2-54-169-180-248.ap-southeast-1.compute.amazonaws.com/ 
omeka-s/s/living-with-covid-19-in-sea/page/welcome 


233 


234 


AFTER THE COUP 


Pandemic response under the NLD 
(January 2020 - January 2021) 


Health and social impacts of COVID-19 


The arrival of COVID-19 in Myanmar claimed fewer lives in the initial 
months of the pandemic than in global hotspots in Europe, the United 
Kingdom and the United States. A variety of factors helped reduce the 
transmission and severity of cases in the first few months of the pandemic. 
These included a rapid drop in incoming visitors from hotspot countries, 
along with community willingness to set up and run quarantine facilities 
and partner with local administrators to enforce health protocols. 


Even though the initial wave of COVID-19 cases was relatively modest, 
by March 2020 Myanmar’s historically under-resourced health system was 
strained. This was especially the case in Yangon where there were shortages 
of protective gear for medical personnel and overcrowding of hospital 
facilities. In response, the elected government, after initially downplaying 
the virus, began restricting non-essential entry to the country and expanded 
resourcing for the health response by redirecting domestic budgets to 
pandemic response and soliciting international aid. 


In late March 2020, it became clear that Myanmar was experiencing 
a catastrophic economic downturn far worse than the direct and immediate 
health mortality of the virus. Disruptions to global supply chains, border 
closures and declining global demand in trade-exposed industries, such 
as garment manufacturing and tourism, prompted layoffs across major 
sectors of Myanmar’s economy, precipitating rapid declines in Myanmar’s 
agricultural exports (World Bank 2020). Meanwhile, the government's 
imposition of lockdowns and market closures in urban centres, along with 
the laying-off of Myanmar migrant workers abroad, hit the remittances on 
which many households had become reliant. 


Just prior to the Burmese New Year (Thingyan) in April 2020, the NLD 
government announced its COVID-19 Economic Relief Plan. Informed 
by modelling that predicted significant shrinkage in Myanmar’s economy 
and a spike in poverty rates in the absence of government action, the initial 
USD2 billion stimulus package, supported partly by international partners, 
comprised spending for emergency loans to businesses and trade financing 
(Bello et al. 2020). It also included around USD210 million in cash and food 
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to support the most vulnerable (Kyaw San Wai 2020). The initial package 
accounted for 2.5-3 per cent of Myanmar’s gross domestic product, below 
the average Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) commitment 
of 3.7 per cent and significantly less than Thailand, which had committed 
close to 9 per cent by mid-2020 (Martinus & Seah 2020). 


The design of the package was constrained by Myanmar’s minimal tax 
revenue, skeletal social welfare state bequeathed by decades of autocratic 
austerity and the intimacy of business networks with the NLD who had 
advocated against tax reform. The vast majority of funds ultimately benefited 
large formal businesses, comprising less than half of Myanmar’s economy. 
Meanwhile, assistance provided to the needy, initially ration packs during 
Thingyan in 2020 and later cash payments, were distributed on an explicitly 
one-off basis to deter expectations of ongoing entitlement to state support. 


A severe wave of COVID-19 infections in July 2020 led to further 
degradation in the economic and health situation. Yet state aid remained 
insufficient, constrained by the reluctance of Myanmar’s policymakers 
to accrue sovereign debt and the absence of a well-developed state social 
apparatus capable of distributing aid directly to needy households. As a 
result, few households and businesses received any state social aid during 
2020. A January 2021 national survey of 700 respondents from across 
all states and regions conducted by the co-authors in partnership with 
The Australian National University and locals found that almost 80 per 
cent of households had reduced food intake in the seven days prior, while 
30 per cent reported taking on new loans—often with interest—to pay for 
basic necessities (McCarthy, Ross & Myat The Thitsar 2021). Of the overall 
sample, fewer than 25 per cent of respondents reported having received 
government aid in January 2021, significantly less than in Thailand (68 per 
cent), Indonesia (46 per cent) and Malaysia (71 per cent) where the same 
questions were asked (McCarthy 2021). In Myanmar, those who received 
government support said it often lasted no more than a few days, with 
60 per cent saying it lasted less than a week. 


In addition to being insufficient to meet needs, government aid in 2020 
was poorly targeted, leaving many confused as to why their equally poor 
neighbours received support while they did not. This pattern was borne 
out in the January 2021 survey, with households who were reducing meals 
in the seven days prior to the survey only slightly more likely (3 per cent) 
to have received government aid via rations or cash transfers than their less 
needy neighbours. For minority party supporters, the limitations of the 
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state’s social response fed a larger narrative about the NLD government's 
exploitation of the pandemic for political benefit and broader majoritarian 
approach to opposition. These perceptions were especially strong in Rakhine 
State, where, with the support of the civilian government, the intensification 
of conflict between the Myanmar armed forces (Tatmadaw or sit-tat)? and 
the Arakan Army throughout 2020 was seen as posing a far greater threat to 
the lives of ordinary people than COVID-19 (Khin Khin Mra 2020). 


Political polarisation of government pandemic 
management 


The inadequacy and poor targeting of government social aid became a 
partisan obsession for non-NLD party activists in the run-up to and following 
the November 2020 elections. Minority party supporters complained that 
the government was using the pandemic, especially the stimulus package, to 
reward supporters and punish critics. The polarisation of perspectives was 
borne out in more than 30 interviews and in the national survey conducted 
prior to the coup—both of which highlighted the mediating role of partisan 
identity in shaping perceptions of governmental social aid. 


Respondents from NLD backgrounds recognised flaws in the government's 
management of COVID-19, with 40 per cent in the national survey 
saying that government aid was not being distributed fairly or to the 
neediest. However, in interviews, voters in NLD strongholds such as 
lowland Myanmar tended to attribute these flaws to local confusion and 
administrative inadequacy rather than systematic failure or corruption on 
the part of the NLD government. A 67-year-old ethnic Bamar (majority 
ethnic group) shopkeeper from central Myanmar, for instance, recounted 
how neighbours blamed their local administrators for their exclusion from 
state social aid: 


Some of my neighbours did not get the [government] assistance, 
which made some tensions in the neighbourhood. Some went to 
the ward office to complain regarding why some people got the 
assistance, and some were excluded. (Interview, October 2020) 


2 Since the February 2021 military coup and subsequent atrocities against civilians, some Myanmar 
scholars have debated the linguistic politics of referring to Myanmar’s state army with its chosen moniker 
of Tatmadaw given that the honorific ‘daw’ implies royal or glorious status. Some have preferred to 
label it sét-tat, simply meaning ‘military’, though there are linguistic and analytical implications and 
limitations to using that term as well (see Aung Kaung Myat 2022). Consequently, we prefer to use the 
terms ‘state army’ or ‘armed forces’ to refer to the Tatmadaw. 
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Supporters of small political parties that won very few head-to-head 
races with the NLD at the 2015 and 2020 elections were more critical of 
government social aid. Some viewed it as an example of NLD malfeasance. 
For example, 69 per cent of Union Solidarity and Development Party 
(USDP) voters and 48 per cent of ethnic minority party supporters surveyed 
just prior to the 2021 coup said that government COVID-19 assistance 
was not reaching the households who needed it most. In interviews, several 
minority party supporters described the mediation of government aid via 
township COVID-19 response committees led by members of parliament, 
along with eligibility checks and distribution efforts led by ward and 
village-tract administrators, as a form of vote-buying. As many of the 
officials and informal community representatives involved were elected or 
appointed during the NLD term (and were often supporters of the party), 
those who missed out or received minimal state aid during 2020, especially 
ethnic minorities and supporters of the USDP, felt that NLD loyalists were 
exploiting their role to benefit supporters and exclude partisan opponents 
and non-Bamar voters. Social media posts claiming that NLD candidates 
were describing pandemic social aid as a gift from the party for which voters 
should be grateful reinforced these perceptions. A 31-year-old teacher and 
election booth staffer in Mon State described one such post she encountered 
online just prior to the November 2020 election: 


I heard people who received financial support are not all poor 
families and widows and that some middle-class people also received 
money. I also saw on social media a post from an ethnic Mon woman 
who said that the village administrator who is an NLD supporter 
used the COVID-19 support to buy votes from the villagers. The 
woman refused support and said, ‘I cannot sell my vote to this 
peacock party [symbol of the NLD]’. She became famous and Mon 
people [on Facebook] praised her for being brave enough to speak 
out. (Interview, November 2020) 


It is important to note that the mediation of state social aid by political 
officials prior to the November 2020 election—which some supporters 
of minority parties labelled as political corruption—is unlikely to have 
influenced the outcome of the election. After all, the majoritarian nature 
of Myanmar’s first-past-the-post electoral system ensured that the NLD, 
which won a plurality of the vote in the vast majority of seats, secured more 
than 80 per cent of seats in parliament. 
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Despite this, stories about corrupt dispersal of state pandemic social aid 
are important as they circulated within USDP, military and some ethnic 
minority social media pages in the weeks and months prior to the November 
2020 election and in the period immediately prior to the coup. These stories 
framed the NLD government as exploiting its response to the pandemic to 
weaken its rivals and further strengthen its political position, despite the 
spike in COVID-19 infections in the months prior to the election (Strangio 
2020). Examples of alleged biases in state social aid along with restrictions 
on minority party campaigning, while NLD chief ministers and members 
of parliament travelled widely to coordinate the pandemic response, helped 
feed a narrative among non-NLD supporters that led to calls for military 
intervention into the electoral process. Social media posts detailing the 
movements of NLD politicians amid COVID-19 circulated widely among 
pro-military, USDP and some minority party Facebook pages in mid to late 
2020 and early 2021 (Author, digital fieldnotes 2020). Indeed, the decision 
by the NLD-appointed Union Election Commission (UEC) to host the 
election in November 2020, despite complaints from USDP and military 
representatives about pandemic restrictions on campaigning and canvassing 
with voters, was cited repeatedly by non-NLD supporters in the oral history 
interviews. As a candidate for a pro-USDP party in Yangon stated prior to 
the coup: 


I believe that the government is biased toward the NLD party 
which is why we failed to implement effective campaigns ... 
I have heard stories of vote-buying by candidates but there isn’t 
any plan to investigate the allegations ... the government together 
with the Union Election Commission did not listen to our voices 
[as minor parties] and conducted the election anyway. (Interview, 
December 2020) 


For some non-NLD voters, the UEC’s reluctance to investigate reports of 
vote-buying, along with irregularities during the election, were signs that 
the NLD was exploiting its incumbency to further strengthen its dominance 
while avoiding scrutiny. These concerns were echoed in complaints from 
ethnic Arakan political elites in October 2020 who viewed the UEC’s 
decision not to run elections in the vast bulk of Rakhine State as the 
deliberate disenfranchisement of 1.5 million potential voters (Fishbein & 
Kyaw Hsan Hlaing 2020). These grievances, especially about the conduct of 
the election, were later cited by the military to justify its seizure of power in 
February 2021, and formed the basis for the junta’s later charges of corruption 
and voter fraud against the NLD (Lee 2021). Though governance of the 
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pandemic, and especially state aid, was highly politicised in 2020, alongside 
these controversies non-state social actors played a significant, albeit less 
high-profile, role in leading grassroots response efforts across the country. 


Non-state pandemic response efforts 


From the early days of the pandemic, the NLD government actively 
encouraged societal collaboration and partnerships in response efforts at 
both the national and local level. Political leaders encouraged diverse non- 
state actors to fill gaps in social welfare and public goods provision. In the 
weeks prior to the coup, the NLD government even established a fund for 
businesspeople and ordinary citizens to donate to Myanmar’s efforts to 
procure vaccines (Zaw Zaw Htwe 2021). 


Early in the pandemic, state officials encouraged township, neighbourhood 
and village welfare groups, charities, ethnic civil society groups, 
businesspeople and religious leaders to take on critical roles in the 
pandemic response at a sub-national level (Rhoads et al. 2020). These 
non-state networks assumed major roles in local response efforts, including 
quarantine, transport of patients, relief coordination, supplementation of 
service providers and enforcement of restrictions (Nay Yan Oo & Batcheler 
2020). Armed groups and ethnic civil society groups coordinated with 
the Ministry of Health and Sport on public education and, later in 2020, 
vaccinations, building on ongoing collaboration over the five or so years 
prior (Si Thura & Schroeder 2018). 


The leader of a social welfare group in a contested region of Karen State 
described being directly integrated into COVID-19 committee structures 
established by the government to coordinate response efforts across sectors: 


During the first and second wave [in 2020] we worked with the 
township committee to stretch resources given by government to 
meet local needs for oxygen, food, transportation ... with support 
from General Administration Department [GAD] we also opened 
a health screening centre where general sickness were treated and 
those with more serious medical issues were referred to government 
public hospital ... the GAD office provided allowances to volunteers 
during second wave, 4500 MMK were given to the volunteers for 
60 days as a food allowance. (Interview, January 2022) 
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Similar dynamics of collaboration between societal actors and the state were 
described at a village level in a ceasefire area of Mon State. As the leader 
of a village welfare group recounted of response efforts in 2020: 


During the second wave [in mid-2020], the village COVID-19 
committee included our parahita [social welfare] organisation and 
the local monk. Together we helped to raise funds and contribute 
oxygen canisters when the administrator’s supply had run out. 
(Interview, February 2022) 


These collaborative dynamics shifted markedly after February 2021 when 
the Myanmar military seized direct power once again. The coup, arrest 
of elected civilian leaders and subsequent brutal suppression of protests 
provoked an extraordinary civilian mobilisation against the dictatorship. 
It also ruptured the partnership between state and societal actors to manage 
the pandemic and extend state social aid through additional contributions 
and resource pooling at the community level. Since then, ordinary 
people have relied more than ever on non-state networks and practices of 
reciprocity, both to survive the economic collapse and the pandemic and 
to sustain resistance to the renewed dictatorship (Wittekind 2021). The 
following section examines these dynamics as they have developed in light 
of the February 2021 coup, identifying how the rupture of the pre-coup 
state-society pandemic response has been a crucial component of the junta’s 
strategy to root out and discipline local administrative networks and social 
groups sympathetic to the NLD and democratic struggle more broadly. 


Post-coup management of COVID-19 


Since February 2021, the SAC, led by Senior General Min Aung Hlaing, 
has used COVID-19 to wrest control over local administration and weaken 
networks it views as affiliated with the previous NLD government. Four 
key strategies have been deployed to discipline Myanmar’s vibrant, non- 
state social sector: suppression of perceived dissent, empowerment of 
loyalists, disciplining of charitable actors and partnerships with neutral 
welfare groups. These strategies have markedly altered pre-coup patterns 
of state-society cooperation around the pandemic, likely worsening the 
mortality and socioeconomic impacts of the Delta wave of COVID-19 
and prompting intense debate within Myanmar’s charitable sector over the 
meaning of neutrality in the context of the new dictatorship. 
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Suppression of dissent 


Consistent with the junta’s reliance on violence to maintain power and 
its refusal to tolerate dissent or negotiate with dissenters, since February 
2021, military officials have engaged in the widespread suppression of non- 
state welfare groups perceived to be materially supporting the anti-junta 
resistance. This has fractured the national and sub-national health response 
that relied heavily on collaboration with societal actors and the public at 
large, particularly at a local level. 


Immediately upon taking power, the junta arrested or suspended civil 
servants who had taken leading roles in the pandemic response, including 
coordinators of the national vaccination rollout that was just commencing 
in early 2021. In reaction to the coup, tens of thousands of medical staff 
at public facilities across the country walked off the job in an act of civil 
disobedience. Military personnel responded by harassing, coercing and, 
in some cases, directly attacking doctors and nurses, including some who 
had begun treating patients at charitable and private clinics or ambulance 
services that the junta viewed as aligned with the escalating protest 
movement (Dziedzic 2021). The Ministry of Health and Sport ultimately 
dismissed thousands of nurses, teachers and civil servants across ministries 
in response to their opposition to the coup, structurally undermining the 
already overstretched pandemic response. 


Consistent with the broader boycott of government services and payment 
of taxes by the Civil Disobedience Movement, many patients also began to 
actively avoid government health facilities and resources following the coup 
(RFA 2021). This boycott became most obvious during the outbreak of the 
Delta wave of COVID-19 in mid-2021. Rather than seek care or supplies 
from state facilities, many patients and their family members instead sought 
treatment at charitable and private clinics, and attempted to procure oxygen 
canisters on the open market. In a context in which oxygen was already 
in short supply regionally due to the pandemic, junta officials attempted 
to counter the private procurement of breathing apparatuses and oxygen 
by centralising canister distribution through junta, USDP and military 
networks. Reports emerged of the forcible removal of oxygen canisters 
procured privately from critically ill COVID-19 patients, attracting domestic 
and international outrage (Irrawaddy 2021). These efforts were justifiably 
viewed by many in Myanmar as an attempt to weaponise the pandemic for 
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political gain by forcing ordinary people opposed to the new dictatorship to 
engage with the junta's structures and networks if they wanted their family 
members to survive. 


The spread of COVID-19 during the Delta wave was likely exacerbated by 
the junta’s attempts to suppress dissent and coerce patients and their families 
into relying on state resources. Many patients who contracted COVID-19 
were forced to stay in state-led quarantine or isolation centres or were 
hospitalised at public facilities where, due to the strikes caused by the coup 
and shortages of medical supplies, many subsequently died. The military 
also raided charity and underground clinics that provided healthcare to 
patients, including those with COVID-19 (Esther J 2021). 


The juntas Ministry of Health recorded 14,401 deaths in public facilities 
across the country during the peak of the Delta wave between July and 
September 2021; however, this excluded those who died at home or 
in private and charitable facilities (Frontier Myanmar 2022). Regional 
government and welfare group data on burials and cremations at Yangon’s 
four main cemeteries provide a snapshot of the massive, unacknowledged 
death toll of COVID-19 in Myanmar following the coup. Their data, cited 
by Frontier Myanmar (2022), suggest that more than 30,000 people died in 
Yangon alone during the peak of the Delta wave. 


The dire human consequences of the coup further eroded faith in the 
remaining staff at government health facilities, deepening popular grievances 
against the junta and reinvigorating the Civil Disobedience Movement in 
the second half of 2021. As the leader of a parahita (social welfare) group, 
which coordinated treatment for COVID-19 patients in a contested region 
of Myanmar throughout the Delta outbreak, explained: ‘People do not trust 
[the staff] at government facilities so they just simply avoid getting their 
help’ (Interview, January 2022). 


Empowerment of junta loyalists 


Alongside junta attempts to coerce popular reliance on state networks has 
been the wholesale replacement of local governance and pandemic response 
teams with USDP and military loyalists. Across several contexts, including 
contested and ceasefire areas, welfare volunteers who had previously been 
members of village and township COVID-19 management committees 
in 2020 described being sidelined after the coup. Reflecting mutual 
distrust between regime loyalists and social actors previously involved in 
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collaborative local pandemic response, junta administrators formed new 
committees at village and township levels and filled these positions with 
people affiliated with the USDP or who they viewed as apolitical or unlikely 
to align themselves with democratic resistance efforts. As one interviewee 
explained: 


We did some collaborative work with the [NLD] government 
previously, before the coup, and for that, they offered to donate some 
funds. However, for the work we have been doing after the coup, 
they [SAC administration] have never offered to work together or 
donate some money ... But a few other businesses in our group were 
contacted directly by the regime ... Maybe they [SAC officials] did 
not contact us because we currently chose to stay low profile and 
did not contact them. (Interview, January 2022) 


The sidelining of local welfare groups involved in the COVID-19 response, 
and reliance instead on ostensibly neutral or loyalist businesspeople, broke 
the supplementary relationship between non-state charitable actors and 
government officials that had helped patch the significant gaps in resourcing 
throughout the first waves of COVID-19 in 2020. 


The collapse of state—society trust as a result of the coup has been especially 
acute in contexts where junta administrators perceive monks to be supporting 
anti-coup resistance efforts; thus, local SAC COVID-19 committees have 
bypassed and sidelined local monastic networks. Fear of recrimination from 
the junta has also resulted in substantial declines in donations from wealthy 
businesspeople and private donors to local charitable efforts, as they are often 
unsure whether these groups are supporting the junta, opposing the coup 
or directly sustaining resistance efforts. As perceived support for resistance 
efforts can lead to the junta freezing bank accounts, boycotting businesses 
or arrest, some businesspeople have withdrawn from philanthropic efforts 
entirely in order to avoid such risks. Many parahita groups, meanwhile, have 
sought to prove that they are apolitical by regularly posting their charitable 
activities on Facebook as a means of appeasing their donors (Author notes, 
May 2022). Requiring local charitable actors to reframe their activities as 
‘apolitical’ despite them directly supplementing for the social inaction of 
the state and responding to human insecurity created by its atrocities bears 
striking similarities to the depoliticisation of the parahita sector during 
the 1990s and 2000s (McCarthy 2016, 2023). 
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Dynamics of mutual distrust with local charitable and religious actors 
have also undermined the juntas attempted rollout of COVID-19 
vaccinations. Several interviewees alleged that people loyal to the junta were 
the first to receive vaccinations in their communities. Others reportedly 
refused the vaccine, despite its availability, due to it being distributed by 
SAC representatives and because the Sinovax shot they were offered was 
viewed as inferior and riskier relative to other vaccines. Consequentially 
and worryingly, despite having regular and direct contact with COVID-19 
patients, only a handful of the charity workers interviewed since the coup 
reported being fully vaccinated. 


Disciplining charitable actors 


At the same time as seeking to control and redirect the pandemic response 
and resources through loyalists, and suppressing networks it sees as 
supporting resistance, the junta has also sought to selectively partner with, 
and strategically regulate, non-state social actors to advance the regime’s 
objectives. The most direct way that the military has surveilled the parahita 
sector is by requiring groups and volunteers to be endorsed by junta officials 
and tightening control over where they source their funds. 


Since the coup, military checkpoints have been set up in many cities, towns 
and on significant inter-town arteries to monitor the movement of people 
and goods, ostensibly for both pandemic and security purposes. In some 
cases, local parahita groups have been enlisted to help run these checkpoints 
(Author notes, May 2022). The military and state personnel manning 
these checkpoints require letters of recommendation from local SAC- 
affiliated administrators to permit volunteers to pass through. Without 
such documentation, volunteers are harassed and, in some cases, accused 
of supporting the democratic resistance. Social workers seeking to engage 
in charitable action in the post-coup context are, thus, forced to cultivate 
workable relationships with village or township SAC officials to solicit 
endorsement letters they can then show at checkpoints. In addition to 
forcing charitable workers to accede to the regulatory power of SAC 
authorities, these requirements also place the onus on volunteers to avoid 
actions that may be viewed by local administrators as in any way supporting 
the democratic resistance. 


As well as tightening financial flows into the country to starve funding for 
anti-coup activities, the SAC has become more stringent about requiring 
formal registration of any welfare group—large or small, local or national— 
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with the junta before they can receive international funds. The Central 
Bank also restricts the flow of funds from large humanitarian organisations 
to small community organisations by requiring extensive documentation 
justifying each transfer. These new constraints build on earlier moves by 
the USDP and NLD administrations to regulate local civil society and any 
international financial support they may receive. In the post-coup context, 
if the leaders of a group are found to be receiving funds from abroad without 
registration, they risk being accused of being financial supporters of the 
People’s Defence Forces or other local resistance efforts. Despite the severe 
socioeconomic situation created by both the pandemic and the coup, many 
groups that had relied on funds wired from diaspora networks abroad or 
international donors to local Myanmar bank accounts to support pandemic 
response efforts in 2020 have scaled back their activities since the return 
to military rule. The pastor of a village church in a contested region of 
Myanmar that had received funds in 2020 from international Christian 
networks to support COVID-19 relief explained that they had had to cut 
back their aid considerably as they had not been able to receive or withdraw 
their funds easily since the coup. The tightening of financial regulation 
around foreign charitable donations has only been compounded by the 
catastrophic financial sector crisis brought about by the coup (see Chapter 
3, this volume). Though it is understood that some welfare groups have 
turned to informal financial transfer networks (hundi) to funnel money 
from abroad to support their efforts, this channel was not mentioned by 
any respondents interviewed for this project. However, it is clear that the 
operational barriers to parahita and civil society work within Myanmar 
have sparked a new exodus of people and organisations to Thailand and 
India since the coup, as well as a growing reliance on informal networks to 
transfer funds to local partners and beneficiaries (Author notes, May 2022). 


Strategic partnership 


Within the larger context of the junta suppressing dissent and disciplining 
Myanmar’s charitable sector, SAC officials have also sought to achieve their 
objectives by strategically partnering with, and resourcing, non-state social 
actors willing to accept a stringent notion of neutrality in the post-coup 
context. The clearest examples of such pragmatism are in contexts where 
local administrators and General Administration Department (GAD) staff 
have collaborated in the past with local social welfare groups or where the 
existence of ethnic armed organisations had led to a degree of flexibility 
about state engagement with diverse actors prior to the coup. 
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The closest relationship between SAC authorities and non-state social 
actors we encountered was in a contested area under mixed administration 
by an armed group and Myanmar government agencies. In this township, 
the parahita group reported receiving monthly stipends from the GAD 
township office during 2020 to support their role in COVID-19 treatment 
and transport. This cooperative relationship had continued beyond the coup. 
Volunteers shielded medical staff who did not join the Civil Disobedience 
Movement by guarding the local hospital from potential attacks by armed 
groups during the peak of the 2021 Delta wave. Members of the group 
also continued to be offered, and to accept, stipends from the GAD office 
for these efforts in mid-2021. Building on the role they played prior to the 
coup, these volunteers continued to act as mediators for patient transport 
between local armed groups, the People’s Defence Forces and Myanmar’s 
state army in 2021 and into 2022, much as non-state social actors such as 
churches have done in contested regions for decades. 


The collaboration between charitable actors and local SAC officials 
appears to be highly contextual and seemingly dependent on pre-existing 
relationships developed between welfare volunteers and GAD officers 
stationed in the area prior to the coup. Numerous parahita groups that had 
played an active role in the pandemic response during 2020 reported being 
sidelined from local efforts in preference for loyalist local businesspeople. 
In a context of strict regulation of dissent and the tightening of state 
controls over non-state social actors, the willingness of some groups to 
engage with and directly endorse the junta has prompted intense debate 
within Myanmar civil society about the nature of humanitarian neutrality. 


Neutrality tensions 


Several local welfare activists interviewed for this project criticised groups 
for engaging with the SAC, as doing so had the appearance of taking sides in 
the larger political conflict. The leader of an ambulance and funeral group 
active in the COVID-19 response argued that the cooption of welfare groups 
by SAC officials ran the risk of undermining the popular respect and ethical 
consistency that Myanmar’s charitable sector relied upon to function: 


I went to attend a government meeting in [the state capital] recently, 
and witnessed some of them had a very close relationship with the 
new [SAC] chief minister ... Personally, just leaning toward one 
authority is something I would never do. Because of these parahita 


11. PANDEMIC WEAPONISATION AND NON-STATE WELFARE IN PRE-AND POST-COUP MYANMAR 


groups that are partnering with the military, other non-partisan 
parahita groups are also negatively viewed and judged by people. 
(Interview, January 2022) 


In addition to navigating the SAC’s tightening surveillance, welfare groups 
are thus faced with difficult trade-offs between principles and pragmatism— 
both personally and organisationally—in order to operate in the post-coup 
context. As the leader of a township-focused group that directly engaged 
with GAD officials to transport patients explained, at stake is a question 
of humanitarian neutrality: 


For us it doesn't matter where the patients are coming from ... 
whether NUG [National Unity Government], [armed group] or 
military areas, we will do our best to support those who need our 
help ... we need to work with all authorities to get the work done. 
We take training from NUG online, review their COVID materials 
... Sometimes, if there is some support the military government can 
provide, we need to work with them too. We cannot just take sides 
as the organisation. (Interview, January 2022) 


However, organisational neutrality did not constrain some volunteers who 
engaged pragmatically with SAC officials during the peak of the Delta 
wave from expressing personal grievances about the coup. Several welfare 
volunteers, who otherwise maintained pragmatic and open relationships 
with GAD township administrators after the coup, claimed to have 
publicly advocated a return to democracy on social media, with no obvious 
ramifications for them or the organisations with which they worked 
(Interview, January 2022). 


The notion of separating personal ethics from organisational neutrality in the 
context of dictatorship is highly contentious within Myanmar’s charitable 
sector. As Myanmar activist Khin Omar (2021) argued post-coup: 


Myanmar’s humanitarian needs are overwhelming, but they cannot 
be met by engaging with the same perpetrators of the grave human 
rights abuses that relief aid intends to address ... there is nothing 
neutral about engaging with the military junta. 


Amid broader discussions about whether and how the international 
community can deliver urgently needed humanitarian aid across Myanmar 
without directing it through the SAC (see Décobert, Chapter 12, this 
volume), post-coup debates about the neutrality—both organisational and 
personal—of Myanmar’s non-state welfare sector raise thorny questions 
about the ethical and practical risks of partnering with local charitable actors 
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in townships where the SAC retains an administrative presence. Is it safe 
and feasible to partner with local non-state actors to disburse aid given the 
national context of rigid discipline within which such groups must operate? 
Or is the international community obliged to recognise and support the 
heroic work that many charitable groups are doing in the post-coup context 
rather than solely partnering with the junta? 


The humanitarian agreement reached between the SAC and ASEAN 
in May 2022 suggests that regional neighbours are, for now, willing to 
partner with the SAC and the military in an attempt to distribute aid and 
relief as the post-coup humanitarian crisis intensifies (ASEAN 2022). The 
exclusion of the National Unity Government, ethnic armed organisations 
and local civil society in these dialogues and subsequent aid distribution 
risks compounding conflict in an already fractious political context. Given 
that the coercive developmental expansionism of Myanmar’s state army 
into contested areas was stretching tenuous ceasefires to breaking point 
before the coup (McCarthy & Farrelly 2020), empowering the military 
to broker international aid will only enable the SAC to further discipline 
and neutralise its critics and depict itself domestically and internationally 
as a legitimate and compassionate authority. As Myanmar regional and 
international organisations argued in response to ASEAN’s humanitarian 
partnership with the SAC in mid-2022, allowing the junta to ‘weaponise 
humanitarian aid’ is likely to result in the exclusion of many vulnerable 
people from urgently needed relief while implicating the regional bloc in 
the junta’s ongoing atrocities (Progressive Voice 2022). 


Conclusion 


The pandemic and its management via collaborative state-society relations 
in 2020 exacerbated pre-existing fractures in Myanmar’s society and 
political system. Comparing state-society cooperation in relation to the 
pandemic in 2020 with the junta’s suppression of NLD-affiliated charity 
groups and empowerment of ostensibly neutral social partners, this chapter 
has argued that the perceived weaponisation of the pandemic by successive 
state authorities highlights the marked political and sociological impact of 
COVID-19, both prior to and after the February 2021 coup. 


Non-state social actors affiliated with the NLD have been suppressed and 
disempowered, fracturing the pandemic response and likely worsening 
mortality during the peak of the Delta wave in the second half of 2021. 
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Meanwhile, the charitable sector as a whole has been simultaneously 
disciplined and strategically coopted by SAC officials to help manage both 
the pandemic and the humanitarian crisis created by the coup. In some 
respects, this technique echoes the approach taken in the 1990s and 2000s 
by the previous dictatorship that suppressed overly political civil society 
groups and outsourced social functions to non-state social actors and 
businesspeople. The most recent wave of post-coup outsourcing is likely 
to similarly shape and distort welfare politics in Myanmar for years and 
decades to comes (McCarthy 2023). 


The urgent humanitarian crisis unfolding across Myanmar after the coup 
raises questions about the prospective role of Myanmar’s vibrant non-state 
charitable sector in any substantive short-term response, especially in a 
context in which SAC administrators demand a degree of neutrality from 
parahita volunteers that many see as compromising both individual and 
organisational ethical integrity. ASEAN’s initial agreement in May 2022 to 
partner with the junta on humanitarian aid comes with the risk that local 
welfare groups will be bypassed in flows of international support brokered 
and mediated by the Myanmar military despite their clear functional 
capacity to deliver urgent relief in the vexed political context. 


In the medium term, the deepening of societal reliance on non-state social 
actors both to survive and resist dictatorship should compel strategic 
thinking about how a future civilian government can better address the 
precarity faced by ordinary people and put to rest the legacies of inequality 
bequeathed by past and current periods of dictatorship. 
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Abstract 


Responses to the multifaceted humanitarian emergency precipitated 
by Myanmar’s 2021 military coup demonstrate the effectiveness of 
localised aid. Yet localisation is not just about aid effectiveness, but 
about humanitarian autonomy, rights and justice. In Myanmar’s Spring 
Revolution, we are seeing not just ongoing resistance against the military 
regime, but also growing resistance against unequal and unjust international 
aid systems. Recognising the political and moral imperative of localisation 
has implications for debates over the nature of, and principles that should 
shape, international humanitarian engagement in Myanmar. In Myanmar’s 
political and humanitarian crises, community-based and civil society actors 
are striving not only to help their communities but also to shape their 
country’s future—and they are calling for solidarity from international 
actors. In a context in which normative neutrality can do harm, defining 
‘good humanitarianism’ as promoting local agency and autonomy provides 
a moral compass for international actors to navigate complex political and 
ethical dilemmas. 
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The 2021 military coup in Myanmar has triggered immense suffering across 
the country, with civilian populations impacted by escalating violence and 
displacement, an evolving civil war on multiple fronts, an economic and 
food security crisis, and a public health emergency within which the junta 
has weaponised COVID-19. The resulting multifaceted humanitarian 
emergency cannot be understood in isolation from Myanmar’s protracted 
history of structural violence, injustice and conflict. Against the backdrop 
of a political crisis triggered by the coup but which has its roots in this long 
history, civil resistance movements across the country have continued to 
reject a violent and illegitimate regime. At the same time, in response to the 
current situation of volatile, concurrent and overlapping crises spanning the 
country, and within a context of shrinking humanitarian space, community- 
based and civil society actors have mobilised to provide critical assistance to 
their communities, demonstrating the strength and effectiveness of locally 
driven aid. National and local-level actors are now also calling for changes to 
international aid systems and practices, through their advocacy and everyday 
work demonstrating that localisation is not just about aid effectiveness but 
also—and more importantly—about humanitarian autonomy and justice. 


In Myanmar’s Spring Revolution,' we are seeing not just ongoing resistance 
against the overt violence of the military regime, but also growing resistance 
against what Bethia Burgess describes as the ‘quiet violence’ of unequal 
international aid and governance systems that perpetuate neo-colonial 
power relations (Burgess, forthcoming). In this context, debates about the 
localisation and decolonisation of aid are, at a deeper level, debates about 
rights, autonomy and justice. For members of Myanmar civil society, 
these are debates about who has the right and the authority to define the 
future of their country, and about their need to be recognised as equals 
by international counterparts. Localisation, as Hugo Slim demonstrates, is 
then ‘about realising political rights and making humanitarian citizenship, 
and should be recognised as politically necessary’ (Slim 2021). 


In Myanmar today, debates about localisation are also often linked to deeply 
political questions over the nature of, and principles that should shape, 
international humanitarian engagement. Here again, issues of rights and 


1 The popular protests and Civil Disobedience Movement, which began in early 2021 as a result of 
opposition to the military coup, are commonly referred to by local actors and analysts as Myanmat’s 
Spring Revolution (see e.g. Ko Maung 2021). 
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justice are key, as community-based and civil society actors in Myanmar 
call for solidarity from international donors and aid agencies in a context 
in which, as one international aid worker acknowledged, ‘there is a clear 
right and wrong here’ (Interview, February 2022). While recognising that 
there are no simple answers to what remain difficult questions, I argue that, 
in a context in which normative neutrality can do harm, it is necessary 
to define ‘good humanitarianism’ as humanitarianism that promotes the 
autonomy and agency of local populations (Slim 2015). 


This chapter is part of a broader, ongoing research project on opportunities 
and challenges for the localisation and decolonisation of aid in 
Myanmar’s complex emergency. To explore debates on the localisation 
and decolonisation of aid, and their links to questions of international 
engagement and solidarity, I draw specifically here on 18 targeted semi- 
structured interviews with representatives of community-based organisations 
(CBOs), civil society organisations (CSOs), non-government organisations 
(NGOs), international NGOs (INGOs), donor agencies and the National 
Unity Government (NUG), as well as multiple, more informal discussions 
with community, national and international-level actors involved in 
humanitarian responses in Myanmar. I also draw on public documentation 
and discussions, as well as my work for over a decade as a consultant and 
researcher working on aid systems in Myanmar—work that has notably 
enabled me to take part in past and current debates about aid programs, 
localisation and the principles that should shape international humanitarian 
engagement in Myanmar. All individual sources and identifying details 
have been anonymised to protect the security and confidentiality of those 
involved. Organisations have been named only in cases where the activities 
described are already published or openly discussed in the public domain. 


In the following sections, I discuss opportunities for the localisation and 
decolonisation of aid in Myanmar’s complex emergency, highlighting the 
need to move beyond ‘localisation by default’ and towards long-term and 
sustained changes to the status quo of unequal and unjust international aid 
systems. I demonstrate that, for members of civil society and community- 
based organisations in Myanmar, localisation is not just a technical issue 
but a political and moral imperative: it is about the need to be recognised 
as agents of their own destiny. I then turn to ongoing debates about 
international humanitarian engagement in Myanmar, reassessing these 
debates through the lens of localisation as a political and moral imperative. 
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Ultimately, and while these debates have no simple answers, I argue that 
reframing ‘good humanitarianism’ can provide a moral compass to guide 
decision-making and much-needed reforms in aid systems and practices. 


COVID-19 and the coup: From ‘default 
localisation’ to sustainable change 


We have very little [international] aid, but we are not going to plead 
and go down on our knees anymore ... One of the slogans of this 
revolution is that we only have ourselves, to be much more self-reliant 
and less inclined to depend on outsiders. That means less inclined 
to be colonised. (CSO leader, Myanmar, interview, February 2022) 


In Myanmar, aid practitioners and analysts had previously highlighted 
the strength of locally led emergency responses, which can be far more 
timely, effective, relevant and sustainable than those by international 
actors (e.g. L2GP n.d.; Walsh 2020). Yet, the COVID-19 pandemic and 
2021 coup have together drawn increased attention to the importance of 
localised responses to humanitarian emergencies, and to the relationship 
between localisation and questions of humanitarian autonomy and 
emancipatory justice. 


The COVID-19 pandemic meant that, to a large extent, as an international 
aid agency representative in Myanmar conceded in an interview in February 
2022, ‘the international community went into paralysis’. As a consequence 
of COVID-19, international agencies were forced to bring many expatriate 
workers back to their home countries, to make staff work more remotely 
and to suspend many operations on the ground. A civil society leader 
in Myanmar, frustrated with the reactions of international agencies, 
put it more bluntly when he said: “The international aid community 
withdrew into their cocoons (Interview, February 2022). Throughout 
2020, as they grappled with COVID-19 restrictions, as well as their own 
occupational health and safety policies and other bureaucratic regulations, 
many international agencies that continued to support aid programs in 
Myanmar became increasingly dependent on working with and through 
local and national systems and organisations. Meanwhile, civil society actors 
as well as community-level and national-level organisations in Myanmar 
continued to work on the ground, serving their communities and providing 
essential services (for a detailed analysis of COVID-19 pandemic responses, 
see Chapter 11, this volume). Of course, similar trends have been noted 
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throughout the world, the pandemic restricting international agencies’ 
operations and providing a temporary window of opportunity for greater 
localisation (Barbelet, Bryant & Spencer 2021; Roche & Tarpey 2020; 
Ullah, Khan & Wijewickrama 2021). 


In Myanmar, the impacts of the pandemic were then compounded by the 
military coup, impeding any return to business as usual by international 
aid agencies—for now at least. After the military seized power on 
1 February 2021, and as Myanmar grappled with an escalating political and 
humanitarian crisis, community-level and civil society actors throughout 
the country mobilised their networks and devised creative solutions to 
channel vital assistance to affected communities. Responses to Myanmatr’s 
now multi-pronged complex emergency have, in turn, showcased the 
effectiveness of locally driven aid, as well as the bravery and resilience of 
local actors who have continued to assist their communities, despite huge 
risks to their own lives and security. 


These locally led responses drew upon existing social networks and 
community-level systems—including self-help groups, CSOs, CBOs 
and religious groups. Some groups—particularly those in historically 
contested border areas or in areas of the Delta that were devastated by 
Cyclone Nargis in 2008—already had significant experience in emergency 
response. Others, such as those in Myanmar’s historically more stable Dry 
Zone, were often previously involved in social and development work but 
had little emergency response experience; they learnt as they went, as a CSO 
member explained during a webinar by the Myanmar Local Humanitarian 
Network (MLHN) in January 2022 (MLHN 2022b). Others still were 
formed over the past year or two, comprising affected community members 
who exercised their own agency in mobilising resources and assisting their 
communities in highly localised, piecemeal and effective ways, without 
formal mechanisms or external support. At the same time, national-level 
NGOs in Myanmar ramped up their support for community-level and 
civil society networks in different parts of the country, and longstanding 
cross-border aid organisations worked to meet increasing humanitarian 
needs in border areas under mixed administration or ethnic armed 
organisation control. 


Meanwhile, since the coup, escalating conflict and displacement, soaring 
humanitarian needs, ever more restricted humanitarian access and 
COVID-19 have continued to increase international agencies’ reliance 
on national and local organisations and networks. Some international aid 
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agencies that previously relied purely on models of direct implementation for 
their work in Myanmar were forced to shift towards indirect implementation, 
working with and through local and national partner agencies. As an INGO 
worker put it: ‘It’s been default localisation, because the international actors 
can't reach the populations that they want to’ (Interview, December 2021). 
For actors on the ground in Myanmar, this is not just a time of crisis, but 
also one of opportunity. As one civil society leader explained: 


There is a high opportunity for us to show others the capacity 
of the local. And also, this is a very good time that international 
also recognises the power of the local—this is a kind of blessing in 
disguise. (Interview, February 2022) 


The current ‘default localisation’ in Myanmar has showcased the feasibility, 
effectiveness and benefits of locally led aid approaches. As civil society 
and community-based actors across Myanmar have continued to lead 
humanitarian responses, they have also become increasingly connected and 
organised, sharing knowledge, experience and resources through networks 
that have developed within and across different states and regions, and 
calling for changes to international aid systems and practices. In early 
2022, multiple regional networks, CSOs, CBOs and national NGOs came 
together to form the MLHN, which ‘aims to render humanitarian assistance 
more strategic and coordinated in reaching the most vulnerable and far- 
fetched areas, while pushing the localisation agenda at the hear’ (MLHN 
2022a, 2). In a position paper on localisation published in January 2022, 
the MLHN, along with local intermediary actors, other humanitarian 
networks and 25 CSOs in Myanmar, called for institutional, systemic and 
behavioural changes by donors and international aid agencies. They asked 
for international actors to ‘take into account the current power imbalance of 
existing internationalised humanitarian aid architecture and mov[e] towards 
a real equitable and equal partnership (MLHN 2022a, 2). 


At the same time, there has been increasing recognition within international 
donor and aid agency circles that the international aid architecture itself 
has inhibited a timely and effective response to the volatile, concurrent, 
overlapping and protracted humanitarian crises currently spanning the 
country. Meanwhile, frustration with the inadequacy of international 
responses and with ongoing challenges created by overly rigid, bureaucratic 
and top-down systems has led many to call out what one civil society leader 
in Myanmar called the ‘chronic ailments’ of international aid systems 
(Interview, February 2022). 
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As a result of these dynamics, actors on the ground in Myanmar are now 
increasingly calling on international donors and aid agencies to abide by 
commitments made in the 2016 Grand Bargain,” by putting more funding 
and decision-making power into the hands of local and national responders 
(IASC n.d.). They are also demanding reforms to overly rigid and top-down 
international funding mechanisms and compliance requirements— those 
tools and systems that we have in place that create barriers, that create 
hierarchy’, as one international aid worker described them (Interview, 
February 2022). Refusing to be treated as unequals in an international 
system of humanitarian governance’ that has to date largely failed their 
people, civil society and community-based actors throughout Myanmar are, 
therefore, now uniting in a groundswell of support for the localisation and 
decolonisation of aid (MLHN 2022a). 


In the current situation in Myanmar, this groundswell of increasingly loud 
and organised voices from community-based and civil society actors who 
are calling for change arguably presents a conjunctural moment for a more 
radical localisation and decolonisation of aid systems and practices. Indeed, 
in a situation where the shortcomings of international systems are only too 
apparent and where international donors and aid agencies have been forced 
into greater localisation by default, community-based and civil society 
actors themselves are now attempting to use the window of opportunity 
presented by the pandemic and complex emergency in Myanmar to define 
the terms and shape of localisation. This is in striking contrast to much of the 
international work on localisation to date, which, as Maha Shuayb (2022) 
laments, is all too often top-down, internationally driven and imposed on 
local actors and contexts, instead of being defined by those on the ground. 


At the same time, and while the current situation in Myanmar has fostered 
some noteworthy evolutions through ‘default localisation’, there is a real 
need for international agencies and donors to commit to more radical, 


2 The 2016 Grand Bargain is an ‘agreement between some of the largest donors and humanitarian 
organisations who have committed to get more means into the hands of people in need and to improve 
the effectiveness and efficiency of the humanitarian action’ (IASC n.d.). The Grand Bargain notably 
emphasises the need to give local and national humanitarian actors more direct funding, support and 
decision-making power. 

3 In this chapter, I adopt Didier Fassin’s definition of international humanitarian governance as ‘a mode 
of governing that concerns the victims of poverty, homelessness, unemployment, and exile, as well as of 
disasters, famines, epidemics and wars—in short, every situation characterised by precariousness’ (Fassin 
2012, x). Its temporality is that of emergency, its object is to save lives, and ‘the powerful legitimacy with 
which it is invested derives precisely from the fact that it can point to those rescued from death due to 
famine, epidemic or injury (Fassin 2012, 189). 
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long-term and sustainable change. In a possible future scenario in which 
Myanmar’s complex emergency is at least less acute (if not fully resolved), 
it would be hugely detrimental for international agencies to roll back to 
more internationally driven approaches. So while, in the current context in 
Myanmar, greater localisation is no longer really a choice for international 
actors, locally led aid programs must become a sustained reality. For this 
to happen, international actors cannot hide behind the idea of ‘crisis’ in 
Myanmar. This is not just because the label ‘crisis’ can deflect from the 
reality of long-term and deep-rooted political and systemic problems that 
need to be addressed in order to achieve lasting peace in Myanmar, but also 
because there is a tendency for international actors to maintain that times of 
crisis make it impossible to rethink existing systems and ways of functioning 
(Slim 2021; Interviews with international aid agency representatives, 
February 2022). Additionally, recognising the need for real and sustained 
change implies moving beyond seeing localisation as a technical advantage 
and towards recognising localisation as a political and moral imperative. 


Localisation as a political and moral 
imperative 


Within and beyond Myanmar, the need to localise aid systems and 
practices—to reorient the playing field by giving local and national actors 
more direct funding, support and decision-making power—is commonly 
justified in relation to operational effectiveness (Barbelet et al. 2021; IFRC 
2018). With local actors and organisations being deeply embedded in crisis- 
affected contexts and communities, they can respond and address local 
needs more rapidly and effectively. But localisation is not just about aid 
effectiveness. As Hugo Slim (2021) argues, localisation is about realising 
political rights and defining humanitarian citizenship, with those affected 
by crises, their local organisations and their leaders driving decisions 
about humanitarian responses that will shape the long-term future of their 
communities. 


Contemporary systems of humanitarian governance remain top-down and 
internationally biased. Despite commitments made in the Grand Bargain, 
most international humanitarian aid is still transferred to international 
organisations, with only small percentages of overall aid budgets going 
directly to national and local agencies (Slim 2021). This international trend is 
replicated in Myanmar, where members of civil society and community-based 
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organisations are increasingly demanding that more funding be transferred 
directly to local and national responders (MLHN 2022a). At the same 
time, and as lamented by many aid workers in Myanmar, buzzwords like 
‘participation’ and ‘partnership’ still too often obscure a reality where those 
affected by crises are reduced to objects of top-down and externally driven 
interventions, and where national, sub-national and community-level 
organisations become subcontractors implementing programs that they 
have not defined—programs that will, moreover, have profound and lasting 
effects on social and political dynamics in their societies. 


This is not to say that there have not been notable attempts to implement 
Grand Bargain commitments in Myanmar. Even before the coup, 
some international agencies had initiated extensive programs aimed at 
promoting localisation. The Humanitarian Assistance and Resilience 
Programme Facility (HARP-F), for example, was established in 2016 to 
deliver the United Kingdom’s commitments under the Grand Bargain and, 
specifically, to advance localisation. Through its work before and since the 
coup, HARP-F demonstrated how international agencies can (and indeed 
should) adopt a more peripheral and supportive role in humanitarian 
responses, absorbing much of the bureaucratic and financial management 
work associated with international donor funding, while giving local and 
national agencies the independence and flexibility to design, manage and 
deliver aid programs in their areas. HARP-F has also documented successes 
and challenges in its work with local and national partner agencies in 
Myanmar, as well as highlighting the types of institutional and systemic 
changes required to enable greater localisation (HARP-F n.d.-a). 


Moreover, in Myanmar’s conflict-affected border areas, systems of remote 
partnerships had for decades enabled international donors to support local 
aid agencies in ways that gave considerable decision-making power and 
operational independence to these local agencies. Remote partnerships 
entail a division of labour between the local organisation, which manages 
aid programs and their delivery, and the international partner organisation, 
which channels back-donor funding and deals with much of the more 
bureaucratic aspects of aid work. During a public webinar organised 
in August 2021 by HARP-F on localisation and remote partnerships in 
Myanmar, a representative of The Border Consortium—an INGO that has 
supported aid programs for decades in Myanmar’s border areas by working 
with local agencies through remote partnerships systems—described this 
model as ‘disruptive programming’ (HARP-F n.d.-b). Remote partnerships 
can disrupt power imbalances since they allow for greater local leadership 
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though decentralised and flexible approaches that are adapted to local needs. 
In this model, INGOs like The Border Consortium act as intermediaries, 
taking on much of the donor-facing aspects of aid work and managing 
upwards by attempting to push back against overly onerous donor 
compliance and other requirements that can cripple local agencies. 


However, and despite all the efforts that have gone into localisation to date 
in Myanmar, the international aid architecture itself continues to impede 
changes to the status quo. For one, the rigid and bureaucratic systems of 
many international donors and aid agencies ‘conceptually privilege and 
prioritise their own knowledge and expertise, often imposing Western- 
centric structures on contexts for which they are ill suited’ (Walsh 2020). 
Moreover, as an INGO worker in Myanmar explained: 


It’s not in the interest of the great proportion of the aid industry— 
localisation isn’t in their own interests. Of course, there’s going to be 
a lot of resistance to it! (Interview, December 2021) 


Combined with institutional inertia and the disincentivising practices of 
many international agencies themselves, vested interests in the status quo 
produce a tendency towards minor tweaking of aid programs instead 
of real shifts in power relations—something documented well beyond the 
Myanmar context (e.g. Ayobi et al. 2017). Localisation is then all too often 
reduced to international agencies employing a few additional local staff, 
engaging in a few additional and often largely tokenistic consultations with 
local communities, or in other ways talking the talk without really walking 
the walk of change. 


Overall, contemporary international aid systems and practices therefore 
still perpetuate systemic inequalities between international actors and their 
counterparts in Myanmar. These inequalities become visible notably in the 
differential pay structures, benefits and levels of protection accorded to 
international and local or national aid workers; or in the ongoing dominance 
of international actors in positions accorded greater decision-making 
power, mobility and agency. There remains, as one civil society leader in 
Myanmar noted, a ‘core asymmetry’ that ‘includes incomes and perks and 
all the allowances that come with working with that [humanitarian system]’ 
(Interview, February 2022). At a deeper level, these realities reveal systems 
of humanitarian governance to be fundamentally paradoxical, uniting a 
politics of solidarity with a politics of inequality, a relation of assistance with 
a relation of domination (Fassin 2012, 3). Humanitarian governance, then, 
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not only accords value to bare life, in Giorgio Agamben’s terms, but also 
accords different ontological values and unequal levels of agency to different 
human lives (Agamben 1998; Fassin 2012). 


The unequal status quo in contemporary international aid systems and 
practices ultimately results, Hugo Slim (2021) maintains, in ‘imposing 
a system of social welfare in [people’s] societies which excludes them from 
its design, and prevents them from building their own social contracts and 
humanitarian institutions —in turn breaching people’s fundamental rights 
to what Slim describes as ‘humanitarian self-determinatiom and to be treated 
as international equals. Genuine localisation, entailing changes to the status 
quo of unequal power relations, is then a political and moral imperative, not 
just a technical advantage. And this is precisely what members of Myanmar 
civil society and community-based organisations are demonstrating through 
their work and advocacy. 


Today, much of the discussion about localisation among international 
agencies operating in Myanmar continues to be focused on more ‘technical’ 
issues—or at least technical-seeming issues, since many of these have 
significant political and ethical ramifications. There is, therefore, much focus 
on issues such as the ‘absorption capacity’ of local and national agencies, 
funding streams and modalities, and what are seen by international actors 
as potential financial risks and compliance issues posed by channelling 
increased international support to local and national responders. But for 
members of national, community-based and civil society organisations in 
Myanmar, the debate about localisation is inextricably linked with political 
questions about who has the right and authority to define the future of their 
country. As the leader of a national NGO in Myanmar stated: 


I think localisation, in a political sense, is another space where 
locals are able to voice against in this very, very unjust humanitarian 
architecture. When we look at the humanitarian architecture, it 
is very much an internationalised system ... The thing about the 
self-determination means [the affected community] need to look 
at what they want to be in the future, about their country, about 
their community, about their society. Sometimes that might not be 
exactly the same as the international expectation, but we need to 
recognise the self-determination. (Interview, February 2022) 
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Recognising the reality of, and need to remedy, ongoing inequalities and 
injustices in international systems of humanitarian governance is the first 
step towards realising the type of genuine and sustained changes that actors 
on the ground in Myanmar are demanding. It also implies that, as the 
same national NGO leader in Myanmar explained of international actors: 
‘Maybe some of your privilege you may need to share—without sharing 
your privilege, as far as you talk, localisation is impossible’ (Interview, 
February 2022). 


Additionally, achieving genuine and lasting localisation means respecting 
and building systems, institutions and organisations that not only save 
lives and reduce human suffering, but also enhance the autonomy and 
agency of the very people impacted by crises. As Charlotte Dany highlights, 
localisation becomes a means by which ‘humanitarian aid may help to 
achieve common goals among equals and thus to integrate a more solidarity- 
focused approach’ —an approach historically at odds with the unequal 
nature of international systems of humanitarian governance (Dany 2021; 
Fassin 2012). Further: 


To make humanitarian aid a real tool for expressing global solidarity, 
one would have to regard the recipients of aid as equals and strengthen 
their agency, as well as that of local and grassroots organisations in 
the most affected areas. (Dany 2021) 


Framing localisation in these ways, then, has important ramifications in 
relation to debates about how to deliver international aid within a complex 
emergency like Myanmar’s, where international humanitarian engagement 
can have significant ethical and political consequences. 


Localisation and debates about 
humanitarian engagement and solidarity 
in Myanmar 


In Myanmar today, debates about localisation are often interlinked with 
questions over the nature of, and principles that should shape, international 
humanitarian engagement—with solidarity-based approaches challenging 
the type of normative neutrality long claimed to be the ‘litmus test of 
humanitarianism’ (Décobert 2016, 232). While acknowledging that there is 
no simple, one-size-fits-all solution to these debates, recognising the political 
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and moral necessity of localisation and reframing ‘good humanitarianism 
provides a much-needed moral compass for navigating complex political 
and ethical dilemmas. 


As mentioned above, it is essential to understand Myanmar’s multi-pronged 
humanitarian emergency in relation to longstanding structural violence, 
injustices and conflict. Within the more acute emergency situation 
precipitated by the coup, a civil resistance movement is legitimately 
opposing an illegitimate and abusive military regime bent on terrorising 
local populations to retain power. As well as denying the democratic will 
of the people, the State Administrative Council (SAC) and Myanmar 
armed forces have continued to commit widespread and systematic abuses 
and attacks against civilian populations, which amount to crimes against 
humanity (OHCHR 2021). The junta has also restricted humanitarian 
operations, blocking the delivery of aid, deliberately destroying food and 
medical supplies, diverting aid away from its intended recipients, and 
attacking and even killing aid workers—acts that constitute violations of 
international humanitarian law. 


Within this context, members of civil society and community-based 
organisations are calling for solidarity from international donors and 
aid agencies. Overwhelmingly, community-level and civil society actors 
continue to reject the SAC and denounce the suffering it is driving, and 
they are asking international actors to support them in their struggle for 
democracy and human rights. “We cannot pretend we are neutral, we are 
not, one civil society leader stated (Interview, February 2022). Through 
their work, civil society and community-based actors are trying not just to 
assist civilians in need of aid, but also to define the future of their country. 
In so doing, they are asserting their agency as humanitarian citizens with the 
right and authority to shape their own humanitarian institutions and social 
contracts. And they perceive attempts at neutrality by international agencies 
as potentially doing real harm, particularly if—by not taking a stand or by 
having their aid politicised by the military regime—international actors end 
up legitimising, emboldening and enabling those behind the coup (Décobert 
2021; Khin Ohmar 2021; Progressive Voice 2021). As one national NGO 
leader in Myanmar explained: 


Sometimes, you know, international humanitarian organisations, 
they are too narrow with the international so-called principles. 
If you are on that principle, you are with them. If you are not there, 
well ... so, I think we need to go beyond that now ... We need 
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solidarity. We are struggling, we are facing a lot of challenges, 
we need their understanding, empathy, and also the solidarity. 
(Interview, February 2022) 


In the classic International Committee of the Red Cross definition, 
neutrality means ‘not tak[ing] sides in hostilities or engag[ing] at any time 
in controversies of a political, racial, religious or ideological nature’ (Haug 
1996). It is worth noting that the Code of Conduct for the International 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and Non-Governmental Organisations 
in Disaster Relief does not explicitly refer to neutrality, but instead focuses 
on the humanitarian imperative (reducing suffering) and impartiality 
(non-discrimination; see ICRC 1994). Nevertheless, and despite a long 
history of divisions over the viability of neutrality as a guiding principle for 
humanitarianism in complex emergencies, many international aid agencies 
still maintain that it is essential to humanitarian action (Décobert 2016; 
Fassin 2012; Redfield 2011). Moreover, international actors can be reluctant 
to support local and national agencies if they are not politically neutral, with 
the principle of neutrality then acting as a potential barrier to localisation. 
Yet, as Hugo Slim (2020) highlights, ‘neutral humanitarian action is one 
version of humanitarianism—not the only version’, and it is not absolutely 
necessary to be neutral to be a good humanitarian. 


A commitment to localisation implies that international actors should 
engage with, listen to and respect civil society and governance systems that 
are deemed legitimate by the Myanmar people themselves. Moreover, in 
a context like Myanmar’s complex emergency, where normative neutrality 
becomes morally questionable and can do very real harm, it logically 
implies adopting a solidarity-based approach. An international aid agency 
representative currently working in Myanmar mused: 


What civil society in Myanmar wants to do is overthrow the military. 
That’s what they want to do and so if we really want to localise, if 
we really want to support these local organisations, we would take 
a line that says: we will support you in doing that because that is 
what you want ... I think, objectively, you could say the question of 
neutrality is irrelevant and if our role is really just to support people 
that are in need, these are mechanisms to be able to do that. That’s 
the solidarity approach. (Interview, February 2022) 


In their private capacities, many representatives of international donor and 
aid agencies support a solidarity-based approach—after all, to repeat the 
words of an international aid agency representative, there is ‘a clear right and 
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wrong here’. However, at the same time, international agencies that are still 
working officially inside Myanmar are having to balance calls for solidarity 
with the geopolitical agendas of their back-donors, and with concerns about 
protecting staff and programs on the ground. The same international aid 
agency representative who had voiced their personal support for a solidarity- 
based approach went on to explain that: 


The question is: given these restraints, what can we do to support 
in solidarity, without putting our people at risk or without putting 
the whole organisation at risk? I think it’s a difficult line because, as 
long as we have an organisational presence in Myanmar, as long as 
we have staff in Myanmar, it’s going to be really tough to take a really 
overt position on some of these issues ... I think that’s where we do 
need to differentiate, or we need to take a differentiated approach. 
(Interview, February 2022) 


In contexts where normative neutrality may not be possible or may in fact 
do harm, it is important to rethink the principles shaping international 
humanitarian engagement and action. In Humanitarian Ethics, Hugo Slim 
(2015, 2) defines ‘good humanitarian work’ as work that: 


enables a person or a community to remain the subject of their lives, 
not objects in the lives and purposes of others. Good humanitarian 
action makes people its goal but does not objectify them as 
‘beneficiaries’ or commodify them as ‘recipients’ of aid. On the 
contrary, good humanitarian aid and protection increase people’s 
autonomy and agency as human beings. The best humanitarian 
action is that which respects people and works with them to prevent 
suffering, repair harm, and enable them to come through their 
suffering and flourish. 


This reframing of principles to guide humanitarian action and engagement 
can then allow for differentiated but still ‘good humanitarian’ approaches 
in a context like Myanmar. Some of these approaches can—and indeed 
should—align explicitly with what Thomas Weiss calls a ‘solidarist’ 
approach, ‘employing humanitarian action within a political strategy on 
behalf of victims’ (Weiss 1999, 5). Others can be less explicitly political or 
aligned but should still respect the wishes of the Myanmar people and be 
founded on a definition of ‘good humanitarianism’ as increasing people’s 
autonomy and agency as human beings. 
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Since the 2021 coup in Myanmar, international agencies have adopted 
different types of approaches to the provision of aid. Some international 
agencies have taken an explicitly solidarist stance, refusing to engage in any 
way with the SAC, and instead supporting humanitarian and human rights 
efforts from outside the country. To date, these types of explicitly solidarist 
approaches to international aid in Myanmar have generally entailed working 
with and through CBOs and CSOs operating inside Myanmar—including, 
but not limited, to longstanding cross-border aid organisations. Given 
escalating humanitarian needs in Myanmar, international donors and aid 
agencies must provide increased support to these local-level systems and 
organisations, which have ‘the expertise, local legitimacy, and vision to offer 
an alternative to traditional aid distribution practices’ (Khin Ohmar 2021). 
These types of approaches are necessary, not only to channel assistance to 
civilian populations in need of aid but also to help lay the foundations for 
longer-term democratisation, development and peace in Myanmar. 


At the same time, a solidarist approach can extend to engaging with the 
NUG?’s Ministry of Humanitarian Affairs and Disaster Management. The 
NUG is currently channelling humanitarian aid to displaced populations, 
Civil Disobedience Movement participants and others in need by working 
with and through local networks and groups in different areas of the country. 
To date, however, very few international agencies have funded humanitarian 
aid through the NUG. International donor and aid agency representatives 
often cite concerns about the NUG’s links with the People’s Defence Forces 
and its support for armed resistance against the SAC—although of course, 
geopolitical concerns also play into the reluctance of some back-donor 
countries to be seen as supporting the NUG. 


If recent responses by Western donor countries to the crisis in Ukraine 
show us anything, it is that international actors can and do at times support 
‘resistance humanitarianism’ (Slim 2022). Such an approach is morally 
justified in contexts where the type of neutrality fostered by the Red Cross 
movement becomes unfeasible and where aid becomes a way to support 
legitimate local resistance and resilience against military violence and 
oppression. Of course, political interests and not just moral questions will 
inevitably continue to influence international actors’ decisions about how 
to engage in Myanmar. But international humanitarian engagement with 
the NUG is justified from a solidarist perspective and any such engagement 
should be done in ways that support localised responses, that follow 
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a definition of ‘good humanitarianism as increasing the Myanmar people’s 
autonomy and agency, and that include systems to ensure that aid is used 
for humanitarian purposes and does no harm. 


While some international agencies have rejected any kind of engagement 
with the SAC, others have maintained an official presence inside Myanmar, 
trying to access populations in need of aid by negotiating with the regime. 
Oftentimes, international agencies working in this manner have also been 
discretely ramping up support to civil society and community-based 
organisations that are, in various ways, opposing and are, therefore, targeted 
(or potentially targeted) by the military regime, with this very solidarist 
aspect of their work needing to remain below the radar. Of course, this 
approach is likely to become increasingly difficult as the junta further 
restricts humanitarian space and puts more pressure on international and 
local agencies to register and report on their activities—with the 2022 
Registration of Associations Law creating a highly restrictive regulatory 
framework and anticipated to have wideranging negative impacts for NGO 
and CSO operations in Myanmar. 


International donors and agencies maintaining communication channels 
with the military regime should use their position to push for increased 
humanitarian access and protection, as well as respect for international 
humanitarian law. Any kind of negotiation with the SAC, however limited, 
also requires honest, careful and ongoing assessment of the political risks 
and impacts of these activities. This means that international agencies 
operating officially inside Myanmar must not be blinded by what one long- 
time aid worker described as ‘their self-preservation and their sense of their 
worth (Interview, February 2022), which can lead to doing more harm 
than good—for example, if any good done in provided aid with restricted 
levels of access to populations in need is outweighed by the harm done 
through paying taxes to or in any way legitimising the SAC. 


In short, given the nature of Myanmar’s political and humanitarian 
crises, and the demands of the Myanmar people themselves, international 
humanitarian engagement should ultimately be guided by an overarching 
focus on solidarity. There can be a division of labour between international 
actors and agencies (or sometimes even between different branches of the 
same agency), with diverse but still ‘good humanitarian’ approaches taking 
place at the same time. Some of these approaches can be more explicitly 
aligned with, and supportive of, groups and organisations opposing the 
military junta. Other approaches may not be so explicitly opposed to 
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the military regime and may instead maintain limited communication 
channels for the purposes of humanitarian diplomacy, while at the same 
time supporting civil society and community-based actors in less overt ways 
from inside the country. However, if they do adopt the latter approach, 
international donors and aid agencies must genuinely ensure that their aid 
programs do not end up legitimising, emboldening and enabling those 
behind the coup and ongoing systematic human rights abuses in Myanmar. 
And, whatever their approach, international donors and aid agencies must 
abide by a definition of ‘good humanitarianism’ as supporting the agency 
and autonomy of Myanmar’s people. 


Conclusion 


Responses to the humanitarian emergency triggered by Myanmar’s 2021 
military coup demonstrate the strength and effectiveness of locally driven 
aid. Yet localisation is not just a technical advantage but a political and moral 
imperative. In Myanmar today, there remains a tendency for debates about 
localisation to depoliticise what is—for those on the ground—a deeply 
political issue, inextricably linked with systemic inequalities and injustices. 
So whereas, as one civil society leader put it, ‘it is a power issue’, many 
in international aid circles still emphasise effectiveness-related costs and 
benefits of localisation, focus on more technical advantages and barriers, 
and seem reluctant to acknowledge their own positions within unequal 
structures that they then often unintentionally perpetuate. 


What is needed today in Myanmar is recognition of the inequalities and 
injustices that are reproduced by top-down international aid systems, 
and of the need for systemic changes through approaches that not only 
place local actors at the forefront of crisis response, but also realise a more 
emancipatory vision of localisation. Localisation is then not only about local 
actors helping their own communities. It is about these actors having the 
autonomy and agency to shape their own futures. Recognising the political 
and moral imperative of localisation is essential to start addressing one of the 
most problematic contradictions of contemporary systems of humanitarian 
governance—systems within which all human lives are supposed to be 
equally valuable, but that (re)produce inequalities between different human 
lives (Fassin 2012; Slim 2021). 
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In Myanmar today, there is a need to capitalise on and also move beyond 
the current ‘default localisation’, and for international donors and aid 
agencies to commit to long-term and sustainable changes to international 
aid systems and practices. Localisation in Myanmar ‘should not be turning 
local actors into more cogs in the wheels of the international aid system’, one 
aid worker emphasised. ‘It’s about respecting and understanding how local 
society responds to crisis, responds to issues’ (Interview, February 2022). 
Approaches to localisation then need to go beyond simply recognising and 
working with national and local organisations that already have the types 
of systems in place that make it relatively easy for international agencies 
to engage with and support them. Genuine localisation in Myanmar also 
needs to recognise and enable the agency of the diverse local communities 
affected by crises, and their different leaders, systems and networks. The 
current political and humanitarian emergency in Myanmar is a time of 
opportunity in this respect—a time when international actors are being 
forced to recognise the strength of community-level responses, and to listen 
to civil society actors who are demanding changes to the status quo. 


In practical terms, and given the escalating humanitarian needs in 
Myanmar, international donors and aid agencies must increase support to 
local-level systems and organisations that have the expertise, local legitimacy 
and systems to offer an alternative to top-down and internationally driven 
aid practices. These types of approaches are necessary, not only to channel 
assistance to civilian populations in need of aid, but also to help lay the 
foundations for longer-term democratisation, development and peace in 
Myanmar. At the same time, international donors and aid agencies must 
provide funding more directly to local and national responders—including 
multi-year core funding, which allows local and national actors to strengthen 
their systems and agencies in sustainable ways—and work to reduce overly 
rigid and burdensome reporting, financial and other bureaucratic and 
compliance requirements that continue to impede greater localisation. 


In relation to ongoing debates over the nature of, and principles that should 
shape, international humanitarian engagement in Myanmar’s complex 
emergency, international donors and aid agencies need to recognise that they 
have choices to make and that these choices will have important political 
and ethical ramifications. In a context in which normative neutrality can do 
very real harm, international humanitarian engagement should be guided 
by an overarching solidarity-focused approach. This is consistent with a 
commitment to genuine localisation and with the need for international 
actors to engage with, listen to and respect civil society and governance 
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systems deemed legitimate by the Myanmar people themselves. While in 
practical terms, this may involve a range of different types of approaches— 
some more explicitly solidarist than others—ultimately international 
donors and aid agencies must ensure that their programs do not end up 
legitimising and enabling the military regime, but that they instead support 
the agency and autonomy of the Myanmar people. 
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Abstract 


This chapter presents the findings of a recent survey of civil society 
organisations (CSOs) in Myanmar that examines how new forms of 
accountability and cooperation can lead to highly efficient emergent relief. 
In the wake of the 2021 coup, Myanmar has become a failed state in which 
the current military authorities cannot fulfil the usual criteria of statehood. 
Besides a politicisation of humanitarianism, in effect sidelining all attempts 
to claim neutrality, the coup has also created a vacuum that multiple actors, 
including numerous local CSOs, have begun to fill, delivering a wide range 
of public services in ways that are rooted in popular claims to legitimacy. 
The results are expressions of resistance to military rule that are less about 
overt opposition and more about localised, alternative islands of state- 
building. This chapter urges a reorientation of humanitarian policy towards 
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Myanmar that embraces the complexity, ambiguity and latent potential of 
emergent, volunteer welfare groups as not only a means of delivering aid in 
ways that avoid entanglement and dependency on coup-controlled processes, 
but also enable and promote active citizenship in local communities, 
which is itself a critical step towards re-establishing community life and 
institutional integrity in Myanmar. 


KKK 


As discussed in Chapters 11 and 12, citizen organisations in Myanmar have 
a rich history of subversive humanitarianism. However, the impact of the 
recent COVID-19 pandemic and the 2021 military coup have reshaped 
the role of civil society organisations (CSOs)' in important ways. The 
response to COVID-19 enhanced the role of CSOs in providing services, 
yet public health restrictions limited their scope and voice. The frustration 
generated during the COVID-19 restrictions then served as emotional 
and organisational fuel for the widespread resistance to the 2021 military 
coup. In this context of state repression and vast humanitarian need, the 
work of local CSOs has become crucial. At the same time, the general 
collapse of state administrative and welfare mechanisms—due to both the 
Civil Disobedience Movement and the degradative effects of the military 
government’s mismanagement—has resulted in a vacuum of statehood. 


In this chapter we draw on a December 2021 survey of Myanmar CSOs 
and interviews with CSO leaders in January 2022. We argue that, through 
providing welfare, CSOs are demonstrating a particular form of resistance. 
They are embodying a viable, legitimate and internally sustainable 
alternative to the current military government's claims to statehood. CSOs 
are enacting their own form of statehood through providing consistent 


1 The term CSO is used here to describe locally formed organisations, embracing a wide spectrum 
of organisational form. Some would be considered a local non-governmental organisation (NGO), with 
a more clearly defined structure and often (but not always) some form of registration. Others would 
fall into the parahita organisation category, which refers to a common form found in rural, but also 
some urban areas. These organisations are typically based loosely around Buddhist principles of welfare, 
rely on local donations, and engage in activities such as providing free funerals, healthcare, education, 
blood donation drives and emergency relief. Whilst some would have a more defined organisational 
structure, many would not. However, ‘parahita organisation is an extremely well-recognised term when 
used to survey the presence of charity and welfare organisations, whereas the more imported terms like 
civil society organisation (CSO) or NGO are less well known. A third category would be even more 
loose associations of volunteers who have established themselves for a particular purpose, without any 
particular articles of association. 
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humanitarian assistance, using data and informal networks to ensure 
appropriate responses, and operating in ways that provide accountability to 
both international and local donors. 


The first section of the chapter explores literature on failed states and 
humanitarianism and argues that post-coup Myanmar can be categorised 
as a failed state. The second section then explores the broader political 
dilemmas of humanitarian responses, including in Myanmar in the wake of 
the COVID-19 pandemic and the military coup. Drawing on our research 
with Myanmar CSOs, the third section explores three specific challenges 
for CSOs in Myanmar: safety and security, navigating operational space 
and finance. We conclude that, in the context of a failing Myanmar state in 
which civil society groups are taking on some of the functions of statehood, 
donor agencies need to take steps towards deeper engagement with CSOs. 


Failed states and humanitarianism 


One critical consideration of the embedded politics of humanitarianism 
relates to the appraisal of the state, for example, whether the state is 
viewed as weak and in need of assistance, support and legitimacy; whether 
the state is seen as malign and undeserving of assistance, thus justifying 
explicit solidarity with those considered its victims; or whether the state 
has essentially failed to the point of irrelevance. In the coming sections, 
we explore how different assumptions of the state—as failed or not, as 
malign or not—are crucial to the ways in which external agencies respond 
to humanitarian crises. 


The definition and, indeed, the validity of the concept of failed states is both 
varied and contested (see Bøås & Jennings 2007). At what point is a fragile 
state considered to have failed or collapsed (Ware 2016)? Indices of fragile 
states express state capacity as a continuum (Fund for Peace 2021) measured 
in relation to the state’s capacity and will to undertake key economic, social, 
political and security-related functions. Rotberg (2002) locates state failure 
beyond issues of territorial control, seeing it as the failure to deliver political 
goods. That failure in turn undermines legitimacy: 


Nation-states fail because they are convulsed by internal violence and 
can no longer deliver positive political goods to their inhabitants. 
Their governments lose legitimacy, and the very nature of the 
particular nation-state itself becomes illegitimate in the eyes and in 
the hearts of a growing plurality of its citizens. (Rotberg 2004, 1) 
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Frequently, illegitimacy fuels a cycle of oppressive policies, such that those 
in control of state apparatus abandon any attempt to implement policies to 
benefit citizens, and instead enact policies that exhibit: 


favour [towards] powerful elites, few budget controls and rampant 
corruption, cronyism and patronage arrangements that limit 
opportunity and siphon off public assets for private gain, and usually 
a combination of punitive use of existing regulations and exemptions 


to benefit the favoured few. (Brinkerhoff 2005, 6) 


The exacerbation of inequalities coupled with a failure to deliver essential 
public goods and services contributes to perceptions of impotence and 
illegitimacy that, in turn, impact on wider security issues, for if citizens have 
little hope that ‘their wellbeing will improve’ they are more likely to ‘engage 
in crime or be recruited into insurgency (Brinkerhoff 2005, 6). 


Reaching the conclusion that the state has failed, and enacting humanitarian 
aid based on that assumption, is itself inherently political. The residual state 
apparatus may contest the failed-state diagnosis, which serves to both codify 
the lack of legitimacy and further undermine it. If the state has essentially 
failed in terms of legitimacy, delivery of political goods and exercise of 
territorial control, the possibility emerges of humanitarian spaces that do 
not refer to state authority. The humanitarian mandate may be justified in 
several ways when working from the presumption of a failed state.’ 


First, if the state cannot provide for its citizens, then humanitarians 
must. Second, the failure of the state justifies the consequences of such 
an intervention, at least in the short term, while also serving to further 
undermine the legitimacy of the state. Third, the failure of the state— 
particularly where there is a collapse of legitimacy or, worse, evidence 
of abuse of citizens by the organs of the state—justifies a humanitarian 
approach that not only ignores any residual claims to authority by the state 
but also seeks to engage with other actors whose claims to legitimacy may be, 
albeit, perhaps, at a more local level, more robust, credible and constructive. 


The relative absence of the state does not mean the absence of authority, 
merely that, in the fractured spaces of failed states, alternative power loci 
emerge, ranging from local armed militia, ethnic or religious affiliated 


2 Dingli (2013, 91) questions the value of the failed state concept, pointing out its inherently 
Eurocentric perspective that leads to the employment of ‘orientalist simplifications that mystify the 
complex, interrelated web of tribal governance and patronage’, and allows regimes to manipulate the failed 
state label for their own interests. 
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organisations, localised welfare groups and the private sector (Coyne 
2006), operating with various degrees of competition or cooperation. 
The acknowledgement of such alternative loci of statehood may, to some 
extent, circumvent the problematic aspects of the failed-state concept, and 
position humanitarian action in spaces where micro-level components of 
community, governance and legitimacy may be located—something that 
we explore later in this chapter in the context of Myanmar. This turns the 
attention of humanitarianism to the more ‘nested games’ (Coyne 2006, 
341), where legitimacy, trust, authority, welfare, public services, political 
goods, territorial control and aspirations are located in a variety of actors, 
institutions and powerbrokers. It also signals an acceptance of the process of 
‘fundamental change and reordering’, which, despite the significant degree 
of ‘intrusion and social engineering’ involved, is seen as ‘both appropriate 
and reasonable, indeed, as reflecting the only realistic chance of a stable 
future’ (Duffield 2005, 16). 


Myanmar: A failed state? 


To what extent does both external evidence and measure of public opinion 
support the categorisation of Myanmar as a failed state? Even prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic and military coup of 2021, Myanmar was already 
ranked twenty-third in the list of fragile states (Fund for Peace 2021), and 
the only country in Southeast Asia listed in the top 40. Pandemic control 
measures for COVID-19 severely impacted an already fragile economy: 
research conducted towards the end of 2020 indicated that over 80 per cent 
of households had seen significant reductions in their household income 
since the start of that year (World Bank 2020), and economic forecasting 
projects that poverty rates are likely to double from 24 per cent (recorded 
in 2017) to 48 per cent. At the beginning of 2021, efforts were underway 
to commence a national vaccination program, as well as to slowly reopen 
business, education and travel sectors. 


However, the coup d’état of 1 February 2021, and subsequent rapid spiral 
of violence, has instead wrought havoc on an already fragile society and 
economy, and, while the most recent data is yet to be published, is likely 
to have resulted in a negative trend in most, if not all, of the indicators 
of state fragility. Since the coup, leading personnel from the previously 
elected civilian government have either been incarcerated or are in hiding 
(or, in some cases, killed), removing their effective control over key levers 
of power. The subsequently formed Committee Representing the People’s 
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Hluttaw and the broader-based National Unity Government (NUG) have 
attracted widespread popular support. However, despite the establishment 
of a government structure and the performance of certain key functions, 
including international relations, the NUG, at the time of writing, is not 
able to deliver necessary public goods and services to a significant extent 
across Myanmar. 


The economic conditions have meanwhile deteriorated further. A survey 
conducted only two months after the coup found that the majority (79 per 
cent) of households reported a reduction of household income since the 
military coup; 25 per cent had not worked at all, while another 31 per 
cent had worked fewer hours since 1 February.’ These trends continued to 
worsen in the year after the coup: monthly panel survey data conducted by 
local CSO organisations in mainly urban areas demonstrated increased rates 
of economic vulnerability, food insecurity and problem debt.‘ 


In this context, the claims to legitimacy of the junta-led State Administrative 
Council (SAC) do not reach the standard of a functioning state.’ In addition 
to the lack of public legitimacy, as evidenced by sustained, widespread 
protest and resistance, the Civil Disobedience Movement—whereby huge 
numbers of civil servants from key government departments such as health, 
education, transport and some administration departments effectively 
remain on strike—has severely constrained the SAC’s ability to deliver public 
goods. Moreover, the delivery of public goods, as described earlier, relates 
not only to services such as healthcare and education, but also to justice, 
security and the rule of law. The rapid and widespread militarisation of the 
administrative and justice systems’ has enabled the process of detention, 
trial, sentencing and, in some cases, extrajudicial killing of political 


3 Data taken from randomised sample of 500 households included in a phone survey undertaken in 
April 2021 by a Myanmar-based survey firm who requested anonymity. 

4 Data taken from a sample of 800 households in five different locations between April 2021 and 
March 2022. 

5 The criteria for statehood are varied, and not the same as that of effective government. However, 
while Article 1 of the Montevideo Convention refers to the ‘capacity to enter into relations’ as a significant 
criteria for independence and a prerequisite for statehood, additional criteria, particularly with respect to 
the human rights of the population within the territory, are also considered important (see Kreijen 2004). 
6 This is not to ignore the ongoing delivery of some public goods by institutions under the SAC, such 
as electricity, some elements of public health (including COVID-19 vaccination), a limited reopening 
of schools and universities, some elements of administration, such as immigration and customs, and 
foreign relations and media. 

7 Some would argue that, to some degree, these had never been demilitarised, with both the legal 
system and justice personnel reflecting conditions prior to the ascent of the civilian government, and, 
as such, that a reversion to those conditions was both swift and relatively straightforward. 
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opponents to take place relatively unchecked, which points not simply to 
a failure to provide such public goods, but a deliberate subversion of them. 
Beyond this, a mixture of strikes and mismanagement has resulted in a 
virtual collapse of the banking system and widespread economic inactivity 
in virtually every sector, effectively stalling any potential post-COVID-19 
economic recovery. Armed. militia groups, formed in response to attacks 
on protesters, and arbitrary detentions, have also significantly reduced the 
SAC’s ability to provide security and order, even to senior officials. Added 
to this, various of the ethnic armed organisations (EAOs) in Myanmar have 
sought to use the political crisis to regain, consolidate or expand territorial 
control, sometimes in support of the aims of the NUG, but in many cases 
as a unilateral strategy. 


Aside from more than 1 million internally displaced persons, mainly those 
fleeing military actions in central, eastern and western Myanmar, huge urban 
to rural remigration has placed increased burdens on already precarious 
rural livelihoods. The tentative steps that had been taken to establish social 
welfare systems, such as cash transfers to pregnant women, have now been 
destroyed, which, together with the collapse of the healthcare system, means 
that there are no wider safety nets for the poorest of the poor. Military actions 
to date have shown little concern for social welfare, with reports of elderly 
residents being left to burn alive in villages targeted by military reprisals. 


In short: Myanmar is less of a failed state than an act of deliberate and 
wanton destruction—a torching of any residual state institutions that, in 
the past, had served the public. The consequences of this are beginning to 
be seen as an emerging catastrophe that could be described as humanitarian, 
except for its political origins. The targeting of charitable organisations, 
as well as restrictions on international humanitarian aid has, in conditions 
reminiscent of the early days of post-Nargis relief, left the majority of 
the burden of food and material assistance to informal networks, which 
have continued to flourish despite harassment by military and military- 
aligned forces. 


The picture that emerges from the current crisis is one of multiple coping 
strategies formed either to resist, evade or undermine military control, or, 
in some cases, to survive within it. One consequence is the re-emergence, 
or, in some cases, the re-energising, of the numerous self-organisational 
capacities that were present for decades under previous military rule. 
Such capacities result in a prolific array of initiatives: for some EAOs, 
a consolidation of territorial control to include judiciary and administrative 
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functions;* in areas not controlled by EAOs, the formation of local militia 
to provide protection against arrest and harassment by security forces under 
the SAC; volunteer groups providing healthcare; volunteer groups providing 
food aid and relief to local populations affected by the economic downturn; 
and numerous ingenious cooperative arrangements to maintain commerce 
in the absence of a functioning financial system and a cash crisis.” Even in 
some non-EAO areas, a coalescing of protection, provision of relief and 
enacting of basic administration provision by volunteer groups has resulted 
in what looks like micro-government. The argument here is that, if these 
three strands are taken together (consolidation of functions in EAO areas, 
the emergence of localised areas of micro-government and the multiple 
expressions of cooperation that enable the ongoing delivery of public goods 
outside of SAC control), then it follows that the state and state-building are 
located in multiple zones, representing an emergent, rather than centrally 
directed, phenomenon (South 2021). 


The challenge to this approach is that, if legitimacy is established in 
multiple, diverse and often competing spheres, how can a single, legitimate 
state re-emerge? Brinkerhoff (2005, 5) rightly highlights the importance 
of re-establishing legitimacy. However, of critical importance are the 
foundations of that legitimacy: 


expanding participation and inclusiveness, reducing inequities, 
creating accountability, combating corruption and introducing 
contestability (elections) ... re-establishment of the rule of law 

. institutional design ... as well as civil society development. 


(Brinkerhoff 2005, 5) 


At the heart of re-establishing legitimacy is trust. As Coyne (2006, 
351) points out: “Trust-enhancing institutions differ in complexity and 
magnitude. Some, such as reputation, may be effective in smaller groups 
while others ... may be effective at facilitating interaction on a larger scale.’ 
Our argument here is that, in the context of a failed state, particularly 
where the illegitimacy is rooted in oppression or abuse, re-establishing the 
legitimacy of the state requires more than a re-establishment of security and 


8 The Arakan Army’s consolidation of control over the judiciary and administrative bodies in 
Rakhine State being one of several examples. Other EAOs, such as the United Wa State Army have long 
exerted judicial, administrative and political control over their territories. 

9 Such measures have taken on many forms, such as a revival of the hundi systems of money transfers, 
whereby money is transferred into an account held outside Myanmar, and the equivalent amount is 
released by a linked party in local currency within Myanmar. Such transactions enable rapid and safe 
transfer of funds, but are the stuff of nightmares for financial auditors. 
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adequate public service delivery. Core notions of citizenship, governance 
and accountability are required, and the rebuilding of these may need 
to take place in sites where alternative, constructive expressions of those 
are possible. This points to the increased importance of locally grounded 
forms of legitimacy, such as CSOs, which, in the absence of a legitimate 
state, represent a key modality for the distribution of political goods to the 
Myanmar population. In the next section, we describe the dilemmas faced 
by funding organisations in supporting humanitarian responses in a failed 
state such as Myanmar. 


Humanitarian response in Myanmar 


In responding to both the humanitarian and political crisis in Myanmar, 
various international actors, such as the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) (Chongkittavorn 2022) have proposed the establishment 
of ‘humanitarian corridors’ as a key element of assistance, although the 
nature of such a space has not been defined. Beyond this, the United 
Nations and international non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have 
sought to continue the provision of humanitarian assistance. However, 
given the already restricted nature of their activities, requiring substantial 
cooperation with government authorities, the continuance of such activities 
has, to a significant degree, been contingent on continued cooperation with 
government actors under the control of the military regime. This raises 
several issues and concerns. First, a coherent argument has been made by both 
activists and legal scholars that ongoing cooperation with state organs under 
the control of the military serves to enhance and entrench the legitimacy of 
what has been widely determined as an unlawful seizure of power (AMCDP 
2021). Second, past experience of relief distribution in Myanmar where 
cooperation with military-controlled authorities was required featured 
a litany of obstacles, corruption and unnecessary restrictions that, in many 
cases, significantly hampered relief efforts (South et al. 2011). Third, the 
proposals by ASEAN and others argue that, for the people of Myanmar, the 
main priority is relief, and that the ‘people’ are by and large unconcerned 
with whether relief serves to legitimise a particular authority. This argument 
rests on an assumption that aid is viewed as neutral: an assumption that 
is, to a significant degree, unfounded. As Weiss (1999,12) succinctly puts 
it: “The assumption that politics and humanitarianism can be entirely 
separated, as if they were parts of two different and self-contained worlds, 
is a fiction.’ 
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Weiss (1999, 4) proposes a ‘political spectrum’ of humanitarians with regard 
to their operating principles, placing at one end the ‘classicists’ who seek 
to avoid ‘taking sides’ and approach consent as ‘sine qua non’ whereby the 
needs of the poor override any political concerns. At the other end of 
the spectrum, the ‘solidarists’ explicitly take the side of ‘selected victims’, 
eschew any attempts at impartiality and are prepared to override sovereignty 
‘as-necessary’. In between these extremes are ‘minimalists’ and ‘maximalists’ 
who tend either towards the classicist or solidarists position. While this is 
to some extent useful, the application of such a spectrum has a tendency 
towards labelling and blaming, rather than a constructive appraisal of 
how diverse aspects of humanitarian aid, even where politics are explicitly 
eschewed, nonetheless inevitably express and embody some form of politics. 


The political nature of humanitarianism is determined from several angles: 
first, while the humanitarian agency may not possess an explicit political 
agenda, the practical delivery of aid is frequently enmeshed in complex 
processes of negotiations and permissions with either state or non-state actors. 
This means that decisions to deliver aid in ways that require cooperation 
and, to some degree, dependence on one or more group’s authority are 
inherently political, as they legitimise the claims of that group.'° 


Second, while humanitarianism may purportto be non-political, this obscures 
the significance of the driving forces and motivations of humanitarianism, 
which may go beyond the desire to alleviate ‘life-threatening suffering 
wherever it may be found’ to more prosaic concerns regarding organisational 
priorities: ‘the desire to continue operations and retain staff—or as a form 
of legitimization politics—showing the public that an agency is doing 
good work’ (Hilhorst & Jansen 2010, 1121-2). Third, and critically for 
the claims and proposals of this chapter, humanitarian action does, by its 
modus operandi, serve to strengthen or erode capacities and systems, and, 
in doing so, effects changes on the wider political landscape. 


The local partner conundrum 


The standard narratives of development organisations emphasise the need 
to engage with local populations, institutions and partners, although the 
sincerity and efficacy of such engagement has been repeatedly challenged (see 


10 Rich (1999) has explored this in the context of engaging ‘warlords’ in humanitarianism, which 
may be an appropriate framework for considerations of the political calculations of humanitarianism in 
Myanmar. 
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Smillie 2001; Gingerich & Cohen 2015). As Gizelis and Kosek (2005, 367) 
observes, ‘pre-existing local institutions, structures and traditions are usually 
ignored in failing states, and NGOs fail to capitalize on opportunities to 
incorporate locals into relief work’. In considering humanitarian action in 
situations of conflict and failing states, the engagement of local populations 
and institutions is critical, not simply to enable more effective relief and 
development," but also as part of the process of enabling the development 
and maintenance of governance functions. 


However, engagement with local populations, actors and institutions in 
ways beyond simply using them as conduits for distribution will inevitably 
lead to the kind of political choices discussed earlier. In contexts in which 
the legitimacy of those claiming to be the state is contested or rejected, the 
maintenance of neutrality may be challenging and indeed unhelpful. 
In engaging with local organisations and populations, it is recognised that: 


local organizations are highly partisan, often for good reason. Justice 
may be as high on their agenda as relief ... and [they] are therefore 
likely to have opinions that exist in tension with basic humanitarian 
principles. (Smillie 2001, 187-8). 


Beyond that, where humanitarian needs are inseparable from basic 
protection against either a state or another non-state party, relief becomes 
intertwined with protection (South et al. 2011). Survival strategies enacted 
by local populations, and enabled by local organisations, thus encompass a 
range of activities, many of which represent a form of resistance enacted in 
self-preservation. 


Aside from more formalised political or ethnic affiliation, which represents 
a more tangible source of partisanship, Tim Forsyth cautions against 
‘misplacing social or economic activities into pre-defined narratives 
of resistance’ (Forsyth 2009, 274). Attempts at a neat framing of 
humanitarianism may unravel in contexts where survival strategies require 
protection as well as material support, and where humanitarian aid and 
human rights are inseparable. 


11 Although this point should not be overlooked, as Gingerich and Cohen (2015, 38) point out: 


Humanitarian response led by local and national actors (state and civil society) in affected 
countries is usually preferable to large international responses in a number of ways: it is 
likely to be faster and better grounded in local realities, and is frequently cheaper, thus will 
ultimately save more lives. 
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To summarise: the complexities of humanitarianism, particularly in 
contexts where the state is failing or collapsing—and particularly where the 
failing state is doing so due to malign intent and actions and not simply 
incompetence—call for a recognition that any related humanitarian space is 
inevitably and inherently political. In the advent of the collapse of the state, 
other actors and institutions become more prominent, and engagement 
with them is both necessary and advantageous, but also represents a choice 
in terms of political commitment (Décobert & Wells 2020). This presents 
agencies with a local partner conundrum. If such engagement is genuine, it 
will, of necessity, involve the humanitarian agency in the coping strategies 
of local populations and organisations, and, as such, offer little prospect of 
maintaining neutrality; further, it will require attention to justice, protection 
and the strengthening of systems that enable the circulation of material and 
political goods, even at a local level. The alternatives are either to focus on 
the strengthening of the displaced failed state, which can claim popular 
legitimacy but modest efficiency in terms of the delivery of public goods, 
or strengthening the in-situ failed state, which has little or no popular 
legitimacy and little or no efficiency in terms of delivery of public goods. 


People have essentially chosen to express their citizenship, in relation to 
governance, in self-organised ways. Large and varied sections of Myanmar’s 
population, having been denied the representative government based on 
their vote, have resorted to measures that would establish some form of 
self-organised system. In other words: ‘If we can’t get the government we 
want by voting, we'll just organise it ourselves." Aside from any value 
judgements on the competing claims to government, the reality is that this 
is what people are doing—a key part of everyday survival is self-organisation 
tactics that seek to evade central authority. The question for humanitarian 
assistance providers is: to what extent should humanitarian assistance work 
in tandem with those self-organised groups (and their strategies and tactics), 
given that they are posited, if not in direct opposition to the SAC, then at 
least in terms of evasion? 


12 Three caveats need to be expressed here: first, that for a significant proportion of people, including 
many in areas controlled by EAOs, voting in recent elections was not possible or permitted and, for 
some, did not represent a genuine chance to secure adequate representation. Second, the statements 
here reflect what is commonly considered to be the majority public opinion. Third, the self-organising 
processes, as mentioned before, are not new, particularly in EAO controlled areas, but also, as Griffiths 
(2019) and others have highlighted, have long represented a significant element in the wider welfare 
system in Myanmar. 
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The view from below: Challenges for CSOs 
and the shrinking humanitarian space 


This section presents findings from two sources: 1) a survey conducted in 
December 2021 of 40 CSOs on their operational status and challenges, and 
2) in-depth follow-up interviews conducted with leaders and members of 
five of these organisations in January 2022. The interviews were conducted 
by locally recruited researchers in Burmese language. 


The existence of self-organised welfare groups in Myanmar has been well 
documented (Griffiths 2019; McCarthy 2017). The recent decade of 
political reform saw a flourishing of such groups after decades of suppression 
by successive military regimes. However, the twin terrors of the COVID-19 
pandemic and the 2021 coup have served to dramatically redefine and 
constrain the role and operating space of CSOs in Myanmar. 


The COVID-19 pandemic was, in many senses, a double-edged sword. On the 
one hand, local parahita (social welfare) organisations were at the forefront of 
the COVID-19 response, mobilising and deploying considerable human and 
material resources to support ambulance services, quarantine centres, special 
COVID-19 field hospitals and innovative welfare distribution programs. 
During the initial period of the COVID-19 pandemic, local organisations in 
many cases expanded or changed their mandates to respond to COVID-19 
restrictions and needs, and, in doing so, large numbers of young people were 
mobilised as volunteers and donor networks established and strengthened. 
A generation of CSO leaders developed through this period, with older, 
established leadership often providing a more hands-off, guiding role. 


However, this also resulted in the shift of risk and burden to local 
organisations, who, in turn, were rarely ‘counted’ in the wider response 
strategy (Trócaire 2020). While providing the bulk of human and material 
resources in the COVID-19 pandemic response, local agencies were 
ignored or sidelined in strategic planning, despite having extensive local 
knowledge that could have enabled more tailored local responses. Thus, 
local organisations frequently found themselves with both an enhanced role 
and responsibility but a diminished voice. 


The February 2021 coup further exacerbated this, as local organisations 
joined protests against the illegitimate seizure of power. All the organising 
capacity that served the COVID-19 response was now directed towards 
anti-coup resistance, fuelled by the pre-coup frustrations of being sidelined. 
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This, in turn, made local organisations visible targets for arrest by military 
authorities, which further diminished the humanitarian space (ICNL 
2022). One CSO leader, whose organisation prior to COVID-19 focused 
more on civic education, described how ‘because of COVID-19, we had 
to stop everything ... we could only restart after the third wave. By then, 
because of the coup, we could not do as before’ (Interview January 2022). 


Despite some degree of expansion during the COVID-19 and post-coup 
period, many CSOs, particularly more established local NGOs, have faced 
considerable difficulties. Three major constraints were mentioned in both 
surveys and in-depth interviews: safety and security, navigating operational 
space and financial challenges. First, in situations in which, pre-coup, local 
CSOs were regarded as critical sources of human and material resources in 
the COVID-19 pandemic response, the vocal and vigorous response of the 
same CSOs and volunteers in protest against the coup resulted in harassment, 
arrest and seizure of property by military authorities. Humanitarian 
acts, including ambulance services and food distribution, were treated as 
hostile by the military. Previous collaborative networks became sources of 
vulnerability to infiltration and betrayal, resulting in a shrinking of horizons 
to ever more local spheres of operation: ‘Our biggest issue now is safety. 
Now we have to be more careful with our networks. Every action now has 
to be carefully calculated, because of the risk’ (Interview with staff of local 
CSO, February 2022). 


A second challenge is one of navigating the narrow operational space with 
regard to dealings with the SAC. Operationally, many aspects of relief, 
healthcare and education, as well as finance and logistics, require some 
element of permission or facilitation by administrative bodies. Where these 
are under the control of the SAC, CSOs face a dilemma: cooperation with 
SAC-appointed bodies and personnel may enable more effective access to 
deliver aid but betrays the broader wishes of the very public to whom the 
aid is intended. Surveys of CSO volunteers and beneficiaries confirmed 
this: more than 90 per cent agreed strongly with the statement that: ‘Relief 
organisations should avoid cooperation with SAC.’ Again, 90 per cent of 
respondents strongly agreed that they would ‘rather starve than accept help 
from [a] SAC-affiliated group’. Any sign of collaboration with the SAC 
at the local level risks, at best, undermining the legitimacy of the CSO, 
and, at worst, putting it in the crosshairs of local People’s Defence Forces. 
Here, though, organisations use what Scott would call ‘metis (Scott 2020): 
that is, local knowledge and networks that enable them to undertake various 
civic functions without reference to state instruments and institutions: 
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We avoid anything directly to do with SAC. With social, religious 
and other activities, we deal directly with the community, with 
people we know. In that way we can avoid dealing with SAC people. 
In these times, you do what you have to do, you avoid what you 
don’t have to do. (Interview with CSO leader, January 2022) 


New registration laws published by the SAC in 2022 required all local 
NGOs to register or re-register, or face penalties as unlawful associations. 
Beyond the wider principle of avoiding the SAC for ideological reasons, 
local CSOs recalled the experiences under the previous military regime in 
which official registration was further used as a tool of coercion. Hence, 
all the organisations surveyed had opted for various forms of evasion, 
including reforming as underground associations, changing or removing 
names and office signboards, moving offices, switching to online/virtual 
operating modes, closing organisational bank accounts and switching to 
personal ones, or, in a few cases, suspending operations and supporting the 
activities of other groups. Such tactics come at a cost, particularly where 
donors prefer, or even require, registration, organisational bank accounts 
and a more visible, transparent operating presence. 


Financial difficulties constitute a final challenge for CSOs. The survey 
of 40 organisations revealed that three-quarters had lower incomes in 
December 2021, compared with January 2020, and the median number of 
volunteers had decreased from 23 to 14. Some organisations had switched 
focus away from issue-specific advocacy to relief and humanitarian actions, 
but there was overall a 50 per cent reduction in the scale and scope of 
activities between January 2020 and December 2021. Along with loss of 
income and volunteers, the banking crisis (described earlier) also posed 
difficulties for CSOs, particularly those who operated with funds from 
institutional donors: 


Our biggest problem is banking. We can only withdraw our money 
from the banks with some brokerage fee, like five per cent or seven 
per cent. We have to negotiate with the donors for that. There needs 
to be more ‘give and take’ around the finance issue. (Interview with 


founder of local CSO, March 2022) 


13 The odd paradox is that, by registration, an organisation becomes a legal entity, but is then subject 
to further restrictions in relation to what activities are permitted. This was in previous regimes enforced 
through a system of requiring regular activity and financial reports, with the threat of legal action if any 
activities were considered to be against the wishes of the authorities. Thus, many preferred simply to stay 
out of the legal framework altogether: as one leader of a local parahita organisation put it, ‘If we register, 
then they can take action against us according to the law, as we are a legal entity. But if we don’t register, 
we are neither legal nor illegal—we don’t formally exist. It is better that way.’ 
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The 2021 coup, combined with the broader impact of COVID-19 responses, 
has presented new challenges for CSOs. In particular, our field research 
revealed concerns about maintaining public legitimacy, safety and security, 
navigating operational space and financial challenges. 


Conclusion: New spaces of statehood 


We have argued in this chapter that there have been four turns for local 
CSOs—four transformative moments where responses have enabled 
a formative change. First, the constraints of COVID-19 enhanced their role 
while limiting their scope and voice. Second, the momentum and frustration 
generated during the COVID-19 period served as the emotional and 
organisational fuel for the massive outburst of resistance to the coup. Third, 
the subsequent repression of civic life and civil society by the military junta, 
including the targeting of charitable organisations and shooting and looting 
of ambulances and clinics, has once again defined the status of parahita 
welfare as political and therefore subject to arbitrary persecution from the 
perspective of the junta. Finally, the general collapse of state administrative 
and welfare mechanisms due to both the Civil Disobedience Movement and 
the degradative effects of SAC mismanagement has resulted in a vacuum of 
statehood into which CSOs have stepped.’ There is ample evidence of not 
only continued but also expanded operations by myriad, loosely formed 
voluntary organisations, in which the operations of larger international 
NGOs and local NGOs have largely stalled. Voluntary associations provide 
food aid, medical care, education and refugee assistance to the hundreds 
of thousands displaced by conflict since the coup. 


Following these turns, the space in which CSOs operate is not so much defined 
in terms of direct opposition to the state, but as a substitute for an absent or 
illegitimate state. This is nothing new. A key strand of the narrative of many 
of the parahita organisations that emerged under military and later quasi- 
military rule was self-organisation as legitimacy (Griffiths 2019). 


In the post-coup environment, the absence of state provision is framed less 
in terms of benign neglect and incompetence, and more in terms of the 
wilful destruction of both the rudimentary welfare apparatus of the state and 


14 We would pause here to acknowledge that this observation is somewhat centre-centric. In a number of 
the border areas under the control of EAOs, administrative and welfare systems are often administered by 
EAOs and their political wings (see e.g. well-documented examples of parallel judiciary and administrative 
systems in Rakhine State; Kyaw Linn 2022). 
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the emergent welfare organisations that were plugging the gaps. Our point 
here is that, in the process of providing welfare, CSOs are demonstrating 
a particular form of resistance: that of embodying a viable, legitimate and 
internally sustainable alternative to the state’s claims to statehood. 


However, statehood is contested by those who lay claim to the right of it 
by dint of force and by those whose claims are rooted in popular legitimacy 
and locality. These have different visions and means for development, and, 
as such, different trajectories and outcomes. Hence, what is important is 
not simply the role of local knowledge contra the state’s organising power, 
but that the deployment of different organisational paradigms will result in 
different forms of development in the contested spaces of the ‘local’. What 
this does is frame the welfare activities of CSOs, particularly under the 
current constraints, not simply as desperate attempts to ameliorate tragedy 
and suffering, or explicit/direct resistance to military rule, but as the implicit 
claiming of ‘state space’ and the embodiment of elements of statehood 
(especially the delivery of welfare and essential services). However, contesting 
such space involves many risks and challenges and requires extraordinary 
levels of adaptive capacity. 


To that end, international cooperation needs to recognise three key 
principles as it seeks to engage with the process of ending violence and 
rebuilding society in Myanmar. First, humanitarian aid is not ‘neutral’ or 
‘apolitical’; to the contrary, it either explicitly or implicitly contributes to 
the enabling or constraining of alternative visions of society. Second, the 
ideal of a single, unitary and reproducible model of society implemented 
from above should be abandoned in favour of the kind of “bottom-up 
federalism” that is emerging from the existing and actual local structures and 
practices of autonomy’ (South 2021, 457). While South refers mainly to 
EAOs, we would argue here that the same principle applies to more central 
areas, where CSOs are also carving out small islands of statehood. The third 
principle is one of commensurate adaptation: if CSOs are adapting their 
modus operandi to continue to deliver humanitarian aid, then international 
donors should follow suit. In particular, issues around accountability 
frameworks being rigidly structured around financial audits rather than 
operational information should be addressed, and examples are emerging of 
how this could be implemented in practice, including through volunteers.’ 


15 We refer here to a program that has delivered monthly cash or in-kind support to a cohort of over 
1,000 households since May 2021. International donations have been handled via complex payment 
networks, often involving third-party hundi (informal payment) trades. 
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In practice, this would require humanitarian donors to adopt more flexible 
approaches, including working with unregistered entities, allowing more 
creative means of transferring funds, such as the use of informal networks 
and /undis, and allowing leeway for local groups to address urgent, emergent 
needs without fear of incurring financial audit sanctions. Also, rather than 
predominately relying on international NGOs and the UN as financial 
intermediaries, bilateral donor agencies could enhance the role of large local 
NGOs as intermediaries who could channel funds to smaller local groups. 
Local intermediaries are, on the whole, far better placed to navigate the 
local politics of humanitarian aid in Myanmar than international agencies, 
as well as being more cost-effective. For this to occur, however, there will 
need to be significant growth in the operational flexibility and capability of 
bilateral donors. 


In many cases, groups of volunteers are, in a small way, enacting a form of 
statehood: that is, providing humanitarian assistance in a consistent and 
transparent way, using data and informal networks to ensure appropriate 
responses and operating in ways that provide accountability to both 
international and local donors. In this way, recently displaced slum dwellers, 
people with disabilities, unemployed migrants and other vulnerable citizens 
are identified, a form of social contract is enacted and small steps are taken 
to maintain the essential conditions of life, for a few at least. It behoves 
the international donor community to consider its own capacity to adapt 
to the needs of local organisations and support the creation of multiple, 
alternative spaces of citizenry, from which a new state, or states, can emerge. 
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Abstract 


The military coup has had a significant negative impact on human security 
in Myanmar. While the future remains uncertain, the effect of the coup 
on higher education (HE) and higher education institutions is more 
predictable, as history looks to repeat itself: Since February 2021, universities 
have been in stasis. Staff and student numbers have drastically declined and 
foreign engagement and capacity building has ceased. The consequences of 
another lost generation on Myanmar’s future prosperity are dire. Without 
homegrown expertise there will, by necessity, be reliance on external actors 
to achieve any economic and social development. Global political responses 
to the coup suggest that, in the short to medium term, international linkages 
may favour nations friendly to Myanmar, which may further impact 
regional security. The consequences of the coup on international students 
from Myanmar is also unknown, as students either return to Myanmar or 
stay abroad, the latter path further eroding Myanmar’s knowledge-based 
capacities. This chapter considers the impact of recent events on Myanmat’s 
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HE system and likely future scenarios. The role of the international donor 
community is also discussed for if (or when) re-engagement with Myanmar 
starts to occur. 


KKK 


Myanmar’s capability to achieve sustainable economic or social 
improvement requires a well-educated population. Recognising the need 
for capacity building in this field, prior to the military coup of 1 February 
2021, Myanmar’s education system was undergoing extensive reform and 
the outlook was positive. Yet, even in the pre-coup world, there was still 
a predicted lag of 20 years before Myanmar would see the full benefit of a 
generation of students who had experienced a modernised education system 
from primary through to tertiary level. It was anticipated that international 
donors would continue to support capacity building across the education 
sector, enabling Myanmar’s ambition to have a population well equipped to 
engage with global workforce trends. 


The coup has completely disrupted the progress made within the higher 
education (HE) sector over the last decade since Myanmar transitioned 
to quasi-democratic rule. However, even before the coup, human security 
and Myanmar’s polarising political divides were an issue for HE reform. 
According to the United Nations’ framework for human security, the HE 
sector should provide an environment whereby people—students and 
staff—can undertake their study and work free from fear and free from want 
(UNTFHS 2016). Myanmar has not shown any ability to deliver such an 
environment since the first military coup in 1962. With a keen connection 
between higher education institutions (HEIs), political activism and anti- 
government insurgency, the HE sector became politicised and has been 
closely controlled by the central administration for nearly 60 years. This has 
resulted in a brittle HE system that cannot be responsive to changing needs 
or innovation. 


With the State Administration Council (SAC)—the military junta—in 
control of Myanmar’s administration, the likely scenario for the post- 
coup HE environment is not positive (Galloway 2021). Superimposed 
on fundamental structural problems inhibiting sectoral reform is a central 
administration with dubious legitimacy to enact legislative change or 
implement new policies. In addition, there are the intractable issues 
of Myanmar’s military leaders’ lack of trust in institutional engagement 
with foreign democracies and their inability to accept even the mildest 
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criticism of their own policy positions from their own people. With 
these issues in mind, this chapter considers the impact of the coup on the 
HE sector, Australian aid responses and the likely implications of future 
foreign engagement. 


Background 


Myanmar’s HE sector has always held a fraught position within the 
country’s social and political systems, as universities are viewed as sites for 
political activism by the central administration (Hellman-Rajanayagam 
2020, 251-3). HEIs flourished briefly in the post-independence era 
(1948-62); however, the university sector was quickly targeted by the 
first military regime after the 1962 coup. HEIs were centralised, curricula 
nationalised, foreign academics expelled and autonomy removed. The 
decline in education standards in Myanmar was dramatic—from being 
regional leaders in literacy, Myanmar’s education system became one of the 
weakest (Han Tin 2008; Lall 2008; Hayden & Martin 2013; Lee et al. 
2020). Combined with multiple government-directed closures from 1988 
to the early 2000s, several generations were lost to academic study, and 
continuity of education reform and capacity building was impossible. 


In the 1990s, facing intense international pressure over the turmoil of the 
1988 uprisings, the failure to accept the results of the 1990 election and the 
house arrest of Aung San Suu Kyi, the military junta opened engagement 
with the international community. In 2001, the junta enacted a 30-year 
education plan (2001-02 FY to 2030-31 FY) to raise standards across all 
levels of the education system. A decade later, evidence suggested that the 
plan’s effectiveness was minimal. From 2000 to 2011, public expenditure 
on HE as a percentage of total education spending fell from roughly 28 per 
cent to 19 per cent, among the lowest in the world (UNESCO 2014). 
Myanmar was turning out the lowest numbers of masters and PhD students 
in Asia, apart from Timor-Leste (UNESCO 2014, 30). The number of 
masters and PhD graduates per 100,000 inhabitants in 2011 was also the 
lowest in the region. 


Since 2011, international donor assistance has supported capacity building 
in Myanmar’s education sector, seen as critical for Myanmar’s future social 
development. Numerous independent sector reports were produced, 
including an Asian Development Bank study (ADB 2013) and a report 
by the Institute of International Education (IIE 2013). In 2012, the 
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Ministry of Education (MoE) commenced a comprehensive education 
sector review with support from international donor partners. This led 
to the endorsement of a National Education Strategic Plan 1—NESP1 
(2016-21)—by the National League for Democracy (NLD) government 
in 2016. The overarching goal was: ‘Improved teaching and learning, 
vocational education and training, research and innovation leading to 
measurable improvements in student achievement in all schools and 
educational institutions’ (MoE 2016, 10). 


Such ambitions attest to a commitment to bring Myanmar’s education 
system into the modern era. However, key problem areas, including 
centralised administration, lack of autonomy, mandatory teacher transfers, 
dilapidated infrastructure and dated curricula, have been very slow to 
change. When COVID-19 became a global pandemic, the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) assisted 
the MoE to develop an education recovery plan. The plan stated: ‘If not 
properly addressed at the national level, the COVID-19 pandemic is 
expected to have a long-lasting negative impact on the education sector in 
Myanmar’ (MoE 2020, 7). Identified risks highlighted the unpreparedness 
of the HE system to manage disruptions. Education quality was expected to 
decline and rates of inclusion to drop as access to online teaching was not 
available equally either geographically or financially. The document noted 
that COVID-19 response plans provided the MoE with the opportunity 
to fast-track some reforms, such as how examinations were held, revising 
the national curriculum and training staff in new pedagogical approaches 
(MoE 2020, 68). 


Universities closed in March 2020 and, while there was a limited reopening 
later that year, many students had already returned to their hometowns 
ahead of nationwide lockdowns aimed at reducing the spread of COVID-19. 
Strategies for remote learning developed quite rapidly, particularly in urban 
centres. It was expected that the National Education Strategic Plan 2— 
NESP2 (2021-30)—would be ready for ministerial discussion in 2021 
following the swearing-in of the new NLD government. The ambitions for 
HE in the NESP2 were high. The component pillars focused on developing 
curricula and competencies for the twenty-first century, pre-service teacher 
training, quality assurance and administrative reforms, and research 
capabilities. International collaborations would be enhanced through 
mutual recognition pathways for students, research scholar exchanges and 
industry partnerships. Then the military coup occurred. 
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The higher education system and the coup 


The military coup provoked a rapid response from the HE sector. Student 
and staff protests against the junta’s actions were followed by campus closures 
as the junta acted to quell public displays of discontent. Most international 
engagement had already transitioned to remote contact and the coup’s 
timing meant that few foreigners were present to directly observe what was 
happening within the HE system. As the juntas position has stabilised, few 
firsthand accounts have been forthcoming. Internet restrictions and fear of 
reprisals for speaking out have inhibited our full understanding of the state 
of the sector. However, considering popular news reporting and the juntas 
past and present actions, some clear indicators have emerged. 


Following their initial closure post-coup, universities were officially 
reopened to final-year students in May 2021, but attendance was very 
low. In January 2022, masters and third-year students were able to return, 
but news reports indicated that student turnout was still low. According 
to a Dagon University student union member: “The Spring Revolution 
is almost two years and everything is getting harder and harder for some 
parents and students. However, the most students continue to boycott 
the military’s slave education (Mizzima 2022a). Myanmar’s universities 
reopened to undergraduates on 12 May 2022, but there has been very little 
official reporting of student or staff numbers. At Hinthada Technological 
University, Civil Disobedience Movement (CDM) supporters reported 
that only 67 students enrolled compared to a pre-coup number of over 
1,000. Staff numbers have almost halved (Migzima 2022b). The absence 
of official comment suggests that this trend is repeated across the country. 
For returning students, the nature and quality of the education they receive 
will be questionable, as Myanmar’s HE sector is in a weakened state post- 
coup due to internal factors and the withdrawal of international support. 
There is no indication that the SAC has any appetite for progressing HE 
reform. Indeed, early signals indicate that the former junta’s education plan 
(2001-31) will be a model for Myanmar’s future education policy. 


Many of Myanmar’s youth and academic staff participated in the CDM. 
Estimates suggest that 13,000—19,500 staff were suspended in May 2021, 
out of a total academic workforce of around 28,000 (Naw Say Phaw Waa 
2021). Staff had until November 2021 to confirm their opposition to the 
CDM and return to work. It is unclear how many have since returned. 
Some retired or resigned, others died from COVID-19. Many applied for 
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overseas scholarships. Returning staff face possible reprisals from CDM 
supporters who may view their decision to return as akin to support for the 
SAC; they may also face reprisals from the junta, with lecturers expressing 
fears of being closely watched when they resume teaching. For some, the 
decision will be financial—the decision to return to their university post 
may simply be one of providing for their family. 


The junta has been quick to arrest anti-coup student and academic protesters 
and fast-track their trials. In December 2021, Yangon University Student 
Union committee member Aung Phone Maw was sentenced to three years 
hard labour, the maximum sentence for violating Section 505a of the Penal 
Code, despite what was reported as a lack of evidence (Esther J 2021). That 
week, another Yangon University student, Ko Aung Bone Kyaw, died in 
military custody (Irrawaddy 2021). With this sad pattern continuing, many 
students will stay away from university, preferring to forego their education 
rather than study under a SAC regime. The impact of their decision is 
obvious—personal loss and a loss of capacity to support Myanmar’s future 
development needs. 


Even with universities now open, not all are in a position to function. 
With civil unrest and armed conflict persisting, a percentage of staff and 
students will be isolated from HE education opportunities—firm statistics 
are not available. The future impact of this will further enhance social 
imbalances between ethnic groups and minorities. Without a full cohort of 
teaching staff, there will be an inevitable decrease in teaching quality. This 
was an issue prior to the coup with student numbers increasing but staff 
numbers remaining relatively stagnant. The withdrawal of international 
donors, the suspension of international partnerships and memorandums of 
understanding, and the absence of key senior academics who were actively 
engaged in the reform processes will see HE flounder and revert to pre-2011 
teaching models. 


The importance of education is not lost on the younger generations. In the 
wake of the coup, groups have established alternative HE options to enable 
learning outside of official systems. Support from international donors 
and educational institutions for these initiatives has been forthcoming 
and is gaining momentum. Enrolments have been encouraging. On the 
surface, these alternative education options may sustain engagement with 
HE and the international academic community. At the time of writing in 
mid-2022, there were four main HE entities aiming to provide education 
for students who did not wish to return to universities under junta control, 
or simply wanted to have an alternative way of continuing their studies. 
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The Virtual Federal University (VFU) owes its existence to student union 
members (Tharaphi Than 2021). It receives support from the International 
Institute for Asian Studies ‘Humanities Across Borders’ program, while 
linkages and support from other international organisations continue to 
evolve. Course materials are curated by international experts and online 
learning modules are available. Fees for courses can be waived according 
to need. 


In June 2021, the NUG announced initiatives to support HE (NUG 2021; 
Nilar Aung Myint 2021) through a new body called Federal University 
(not connected to the VFU). Online lectures and seminars were posted 
on YouTube and Facebook; however, activity has slowed and there is no 
coordinated tertiary program running at present. 


The initial enthusiasm for these alternative forms of education appears 
to have waned. The reality of developing and delivering online materials 
in Burmese is logistically challenging and resource intensive. While it is 
possible to replicate existing university curricula for many disciplines 
and deliver the material remotely, as many universities worldwide have 
done during the COVID-19 pandemic, there are real risks for those who 
associate directly with NUG activities, since the NUG is now considered a 
terrorist organisation by the SAC. 


Spring University Myanmar (SUM) was established in May 2021 by local 
and foreign-educated Myanmar academics and offers a range of courses, 
with more being developed based on demand (SUM 2021). Students 
usually pay a fee for each course, which typically lasts for six weeks. SUM 
aims to pay its staff, many of whom are university academics who were 
sacked for participating in the CDM or resigned. Others are private sector 
experts. International donor funding has been received to develop models 
for the delivery of course materials when internet access is poor or restricted. 
SUM is expanding and enrolments are increasing. 


The Yangon-based Parami Institute had a strong reputation for delivering 
continuing education courses prior to the coup. With close connections 
to Bard College, New York, the institute established Parami University in 
2020. However, Parami University closed after the coup and its activities 
transferred back to Parami Institute. The institute is now working with 
the Open Society University Network to deliver courses to Myanmar 
students who have fled to Thailand, or who are in ethnic-controlled areas 
(Becker 2022). 


303 


304 


AFTER THE COUP 


These initiatives face numerous hurdles. First is the broad issue of 
accreditation. In the short term, it is expected there will be motivation for 
study. Certificates of completion are being issued by most of these entities, 
however, in the longer term there will be some expectation that the courses 
will be recognised as bona fide programs of study. This will be a challenge, 
but not an impossible one. Options include accreditation by a recognised 
international body that will take some responsibility for the oversight of 
quality control. Such accreditation will require evidence of appropriate 
teaching and learning outcomes and this will take time. Short-course and 
micro-credential certificates from reputable tertiary organisations are also 
viable possibilities. If optimism is given to a return to democratic rule in the 
medium term, the NUG may be able to accredit courses based on Myanmat’s 
existing education accreditation standards. This may give some confidence to 
participants who would have expectations of their studies being recognised 
by a future democratically elected non-military government. 


Another barrier to alternative education is reliable internet access for 
students and teachers. Each entity is set up to deliver programs remotely. 
Now, with the SAC shutting access to non-approved websites and increasing 
data costs, alternative course delivery methods must be devised. While 
possible, this requires intensive reworking of course materials and strategies 
to deliver materials in-country. A final issue is personal safety. There is no 
indication yet of the SAC targeting students who are studying with these 
organisations. However, it is possible that participants will be seen as CDM 
supporters by the junta and therefore risk arrest. 


Another alternative to resuming state-run studies is enrolment in accredited 
and independent HEIs (Kyaw Moe Tun 2021). A number of private 
universities have gained accreditation in recent years and, currently, there is 
no barrier to their activities during junta rule—unless they are deregistered 
by the MoE. However, these are fee-paying organisations and relatively 
small in scale and number (the National Education Policy Commission 
registered 12 private HEIs in 2019) and it will take time to upscale course 
delivery and capacity. There are also many ways that private HE operations 
can be curtailed through bureaucratic edict, including the deregistration 
of teaching staff. 
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The junta and higher education 


The SAC has recently turned its attention to the university sector and 
the rhetoric is not promising. Plans for NESP2 have been shelved. The 
absence of international partners and loss of skilled academic staff makes it 
impossible to sustain any of the gains of the past decade. However, it can 
be argued that deep change in the sector has continually been undermined 
by the central administration. The former juntas education plan has never 
been fully dismantled and is ready to be reactivated. 


Both the Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP), led by 
former general Thein Sein, and the NLD party, led by Aung San Suu Kyi, 
promoted education reform as a priority. However, even with international 
actors involved in evaluating and strategising capacity building pathways, 
the end goals were repeatedly inhibited by political issues. During the 
USDP’s term from 2011 to 2015, education reform was complicated by a 
lack of cooperation with the major minority party, the NLD. A National 
Education Bill was submitted to parliament in July 2014, but President 
Thein Sein did not endorse it, instead favouring continuation of the 30- 
year military junta’s plan (Wa Lone 2014). Twenty-five amendments were 
proposed and 19 were eventually accepted. According to dissenters, it was 
a divisive Bill that continued a path of centralised education control, no 
autonomy for universities, ongoing restrictions to student union activities 
and the continued exclusion of ethnic language instruction (Wa Lone 2014; 
Thu Zar 2014; Lall 2021, 58-85). In retrospect, this can be read as a signal 
that there was no widespread acceptance of the reform agenda, particularly 
among the military-backed USDP. Given the pervasive presence of military 
and former military personnel throughout the central administration, 
it must be considered that there were deliberate efforts to slow down change 
implementation. 


The SAC has not released an education plan. However, the former junta’s 
2001-31 plan is likely to play a significant role in any new policy. Prior 
to the 2010 election, a ‘Special Four-Year Education Development Plan’ 
defined 21 programs to be implemented by HE sub-sectors, focusing on 
five core areas: promotion of quality education, introduction of information 
and communication technology in education, advancement of research, 
development of a lifelong learning society and enhancement of international 
collaborations (MoE 2012). By 2012, the plan had expanded to 36 programs, 
with a sixth core area added, namely ‘preservation of national identity and 
national values’ (MoE 2012). 
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After 15 years, the plan had resulted in no meaningful improvements in the 
education sector. Recent official communications herald a full return to 
the centralised control of education. On 15 January 2022, Min Aung Hlaing’s 
speech at Dawei University was the lead article for the Global New Light of 
Myanmar, the official government English-language news publication. It 
asserted the need for every university to keep ‘abreast of the international 
community’, but no indication was given as to how this would occur, especially 
given the current state of sanctions (GNLM 2022a, 3). Min Aung Hlaing is 
quoted as saying that ‘the government is fulfilling the needs of uplifting the 
education sector (GNLM 2022a, 3). This is simply untrue, as there is no 
capacity in Myanmar to achieve such goals. It is also incompatible with recent 
junta-imposed draconian changes that restrict internet access, and a recent 
law making virtual private networks illegal (Irrawaddy 2022). Reports from 
people who have visited the University of Yangon indicate that it was like 
a return to the past. Only a handful of graduate students were present and, 
when seen taking photos, a guard appeared and told them it was prohibited 
to take photos in the compound. Such restrictions have fallen back into place 
easily, and apparently without protest (Jurist 2022). 


In April 2022, the SAC minister for education, Dr Nyunt Pe, spoke with 
faculty at Myitkyina Education Degree College and: 


urged them not only to teach literacy to aspiring students, but also 
to educate them to be disciplined, patriotic and polite, only then 
can teachers trained by the degree colleges educate students to be 


disciplined, polite and patriotic. (GNLM 2022b, 3) 


Such pronouncements indicate a return to the past, with a centralised 
nationalist approach to education that is in direct opposition to the 
recommendations of the previous decades reports and education plans 


(Callahan 2022). 


Other recent press releases forcefully discredit NLD members, CDM 
supporters and teachers who have refused to return to work under the SAC. 
Of concern is the language used that clearly threatens anyone who opposes 


the SAC: 


The security forces will take extraordinary measures to ensure the 
safety of teachers who are making efforts in the academic sector for 
the next generations in order to promote the education qualifications. 
The people should keep security awareness and cooperate with the 
security members in community peace and peaceful learning of 


children. (GNLM 2022c, 7) 
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Matriculation exams were held on 1 April 2022. The GNZM featured 
images of students attending examination centres and reported high 
numbers attending. This seems to have been an attempt to paint a picture 
of normality ahead of the reopening of universities on 12 May. Sadly for the 
education sector, the rhetoric only supports the continuation of systematic 
teaching methods. The junta’s plans to increase the use of the internet and 
wi-fi further undermines the SAC’s credibility as, at the time of writing, 
electricity supply was even more irregular, access to internet sites was 
becoming more restricted and inflation was soaring, putting the costs of 
laptops and tablets out of reach for most. 


What does the future hold for Myanmar’s 
higher education system? 


As the coup continues, and with no resolution in sight, governments 
and international agencies are contemplating what re-engagement with 
Myanmar may mean. With many foreign governments boycotting direct 
funding to the junta, assistance for education will have to be directed 
through non-government organisations (NGOs). This is problematic, 
as the SAC is monitoring all NGO activity and has clamped down on 
many civil society organisations (Chapter 15, this volume; HRW 2021; 
Liu 2021). How effective NGOs can be in this environment is unclear. 
Prior to the coup, many governments were heavily invested in supporting 
Myanmar’s education sector reform, including the United Kingdom, the 
European Union, Canada, Australia and the United States. As the Australian 
Government considers whether, how and when to engage with the SAC, 
the dilemmas it faces, as well as its responses, are typical. Australia’s ‘Aid 
Investment Plan 2015-2020 for Myanmar placed education as ‘the flagship 
of Australia’s aid program’ (DFAT 2015). A team led by Australian experts, 
known as the Myanmar Quality Improvement Program or MyEqip, and 
local staff worked directly with the MoE to manage the implementation 
of Myanmar’s NESP1 and to support the drafting of NESP2. However, 
MyEqip was suspended after the coup and closed in June 2021. 


In 2020, Australia shifted its development assistance to respond to the needs 
presented by COVID-19 (Australian Government 2020). Since the coup, 
Australia’s assistance to Myanmar has pivoted again: 
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to meet the immediate needs of the country’s most vulnerable 
people, including the poor and ethnic minorities. We have 
redirected development assistance away from regime entities and do 
not provide funding directly to the regime. To ensure our support 
benefits the people who need it most, we work through trusted non- 
government partners including multilateral and non-government 
organisations. Our program will remain under close review and be 
flexible to respond to the evolving situation to best meet the needs 


of affected populations. (DFAT n.d.) 


Any country that has a policy of non-engagement with the junta, or will 
not provide direct funding to the SAC, will effectively end capacity building 
opportunities in the HE sector. Since the coup, Australian Government- 
endorsed statements have aligned with international partners in recognising 
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations’ role in engaging with the junta. 
Australia has also endorsed the remarks of the United Nations General 
Assembly condemning human rights abuses in Myanmar, including the 
arbitrary detention of Myanmar nationals and foreigners. 


Non-engagement policies have negatively affected Myanmar students 
studying internationally. Many are on foreign government scholarships 
and some are Myanmar government employees. Their position is difficult. 
Providing support for these students is challenging for foreign governments 
who may face internal criticism for supporting Myanmar public officials. 
So far, most students have shown solidarity and have taken the opportunity 
of being abroad to speak out against the military. But even this poses risks. 
In July 2021, it was reported that Myanmar students receiving Australian 
Government scholarships were given a letter from the Myanmar ambassador 
to Australia saying that they must declare their non-involvement with the 
CDM and state their support for the new government. Students were also 
warned of possible prosecution under Myanmar law if they were involved 
in any activities that were deemed anti-government or incited others 
(Dziedzic 2021). As reported in the press, students felt intimidated, with 
many concerned for the wellbeing of their families in Myanmar should they 
not comply. Individual universities have lobbied their own administrations 
for fee waivers and scholarship extensions with varying degrees of success. 
Meanwhile, the formal government response has been lacklustre. It was 
not until May 2021 that the Australian Government announced that 
visa extensions would be granted to existing students. However, recently 
graduated students could not automatically extend their visas. They were 
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advised of their options and the official information encouraged the use of a 
migration agent to facilitate applications—at their own expense (Australian 
Government 2021; Gibbs 2021). 


Since the coup, student groups have been quick to organise. The Myanmar 
Students’ Association Australia became a registered charity in February 
2021, an act that requires governmental approval (MSAA 2021). Registering 
organisations that are fundraising for humanitarian purposes is one way that 
governments can help international students support HE without direct 
involvement. Yet, without doubt, the activities of association members are 
being monitored and students are at risk (Wells, Breen & Décobert 2022). 
The SAC have tools to punish those who oppose them, even while abroad. 
This includes intimidation of family members in Myanmar and laying 
charges against Myanmar students and academics abroad and sentencing 
them in absentia. Some student activists have had their passports cancelled; 
others have had their passport renewals refused. Such tactics have also been 
used against members of the NUG (Handley 2022; Strangio 2022). 


One avenue for continuing support for Myanmar’s future HE system 
is through state party-funded scholarships. The Australia Awards, an 
Australian Government—funded university scholarship program, supports 
emerging leaders from developing countries primarily in the Indo-Pacific 
region and is continuing to accept applications from Myanmar citizens 
(Australia Awards n.d.). Myanmar applicants who are not serving military 
personnel can apply. However, also ineligible are those convicted of, 
or under investigation for, criminal activities—this may exclude many 
Myanmar citizens who have been convicted by the junta of supporting 
the CDM. Thus, the program has been criticised for educating applicants 
sponsored by the Myanmar government; however, this attitude ignores the 
principles of academic freedom and the benefits of international networks. 
A policy strategy could see governments direct scholarship funds to an 
independent organisation to administer. USAID’s Lincoln Scholarship 
Program for Myanmar graduates focuses on further study in areas of need. 
Unfortunately, the 2022 guidelines stated that eligible applicants had to 
be residing in Myanmar, excluding those who have had to leave (USAID 
2022a). How readily the SAC will approve student travel abroad is one of 
many unknowns. 


Individual foreign academics may choose to re-engage with Myanmar on 
the basis of academic collaboration without borders. Barriers to this will 
include institutional and government restrictions. If the situation continues 
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long term, the SAC may turn to ‘friendly’ nations for HE support and 
collaboration, most likely China and Russia. Should the models of these 
countries be adopted in Myanmar, HE will irrevocably shift away from its 
foundation of academic autonomy. Current geopolitics suggest that such 
a move would further isolate Myanmar from the rest of the world, resulting 
in significant regional and international effects. A destabilising factor in 
this scenario is the vast number of alumni from foreign institutions who 
have returned to Myanmar in recent years to participate in the country’s 
development. Their motivation or ability to contribute to the collective 
disruption of the central administration, similar to the undermining tactics 
of the military during the previous government's rule, is unknown. 


Should the situation with the junta ease, international aid could become 
conditional on continuing the implementation of the NESP1, which had 
been endorsed by the elected government. In this scenario, those who 
criticise any perceived support for the junta could be mollified. While 
Australia and other nations have maintained their distance and redirected 
funds without clear plans for future HE sector support, by mid-2022 some 
governments had taken targeted action. For example, the US government, 
through USAID, and the European Commission (EC) announced projects 
to support Myanmar’s HE and technical and vocational education and 
training (TVET) sectors. These actions, which indicate an unwillingness to 
defer further engagement in the education sector, recognise the significance 
of maintaining access to education. In May 2022, USAID called for 
information to inform ‘designing a new activity to increase access to inclusive 
higher education opportunities for youth in Myanmar’ (USAID 2022b). 
The project will likely complement existing basic education support. The 
EC grant announced in June 2022 seeks ‘to improve access to quality 
technical and vocational training, non-formal education and employment 
opportunities for youth in targeted communities in ethnic and crisis- 
affected border areas, including Rakhine’ (EC 2022). It calls for in-country 
and external partners, though there will be difficulties in managing any 
projects. For example, local NGO partners must be registered. As noted, 


NGO activity is closely monitored and projects will be scrutinised by 
the SAC. 


Alternatives to state-based universities would help fast-track reforms, 
allowing students to quickly engage with international educational models. 
This requires strong donor assistance to fill gaps in infrastructure, and to 
coordinate internationally recognised accreditation of study programs. 
International support for HE would be well directed towards preparing 
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models for this option that could be implemented quickly. Funding 
international study for Myanmar students who have fled the country, and 
supporting employment opportunities in sectors relevant to Myanmar’s 
development, would be an effective investment by donors. Should the 
situation change and the junta be ousted, a cohort of Myanmar graduates 
with international work experience could return to Myanmar and contribute 
to rebuilding the country. If there is no real change, the world will still 
benefit from having more young people educated. 


Conclusion 


With now over two years of interrupted education due to COVID-19 and 
the military coup, Myanmar’s ability to be self-sustaining for their own HE 
research and development needs has been further hampered. It is difficult 
to see how the HE system can recover, then grow, in the medium term. 
Should some form of recognition be given to the junta after any future 
elections, tentative re-engagement by existing partners may be possible. 
However, there is no expectation that HE reform will be a government 
priority. With a decimated economy, much-needed infrastructure plans 
for the sector will be further delayed. There will be no curriculum reform 
and Myanmar’s HE standards will fall further behind those of regional and 
global counterparts. Any aspirations for improved teaching will be quashed, 
as the environment to foster quality and creative teaching will be non- 
existent. There is no capacity within Myanmar to develop the HE system 
without international expertise. Yet, international sanctions may affect 
academics who wish to return to Myanmar and continue pre-coup teaching 
and research projects; they may find themselves prohibited from doing so 
by their own governments. For Australian academics, any re-engagement 
with Myanmar will require clearance under the Foreign Relations Act 2020. 
The absence of senior staff will also further exacerbate recovery in the HE 
sector. Many had benefited from foreign training, and their knowledge will 
be lost to the system. 


Alternative education systems offer the potential to keep students engaged 
with learning. The international community can, and is, developing 
strategies to facilitate remote study. But in an environment of ‘if you are 
not with us you are against us’ there is the ever-present risk that participants 
will be deemed anti-state and suffer adverse consequences. This should not, 
however, deter such endeavours. There are still students and academics who 
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are in areas outside of the juntas control, and some who are out of the 
country, who can benefit from these learning opportunities. Much more 
could be done by the international university community. Even if a fraction 
of the world’s universities provided a fee waiver and living allowance for a 
single Myanmar student, significant demand would be met. From a strategic 
perspective, if foreign governments did the same, they would be shoring up 
Myanmar’s future—surely a worthwhile investment. 


While much attention has been given to students, there can be no future 
for HE if the academics who have left the system are not supported. 
For the younger generation of academics who had begun to experience 
foreign teaching methods, either through study overseas or directly from 
international visiting faculty to Myanmar, being part of a junta-controlled 
education system is not an option. Many have declared their support for 
the CDM and are blacklisted by the MoE. Their opportunity to return to 
academia is remote, especially given the most recent pronouncements in the 
GNLM. On 1 June 2022, the following appeared: 


Provisions of the national education law are being reviewed to amend 
something if necessary, not to mix education with politics. Students 
can learn political science at the university but they are not allowed 
to mix education with politics. If they wish to engage in politics, 
they need to join the political field. (GNZM 2022d) 


There is no place for democratic debate under the current regime. This 
follows on from the recent dissolution of student unions, which have been 
replaced by student associations (Frontier Myanmar 2022b). 


The ongoing education of university academics could be undertaken 
through international organisations such as Advance HE, formerly known 
as the Higher Education Academy. This would help academic staff keep 
abreast of contemporary teaching methods and approaches, and participate 
in international networks. 


With the recent return to school and reopening of universities, Myanmatr’s 
youth are faced with a real conflict. On 24 January 2022, Frontier Myanmar 
published an article on the dilemmas faced by parents and students wishing 
to undertake their university entrance exams. Those who choose to do so fear 
a lifetime label of having taken exams under the junta (Frontier Myanmar 
2022a). Yet how long do they put their studies on hold? 
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The outlook for HE in Myanmar is bleak. New relationships will need to 
be built between foreign agencies and donors, and the MoE. Given the 
events of the last decade, it will likely take at least three to five years for 
relationships to be re-established. However, donors will be cautious before 
committing resources at the levels seen in the 2016-20 period. 


Should the junta remain in power, there is every indication that attempts 
at foreign engagement in the HE sector by governments critical of the 
regime will be viewed with suspicion, and potentially couched as foreign 
interference. Current global geopolitical shifts could work for or against 
the junta, depending on who aligns with whom. The role of third-party 
donor agencies will become more important as governments distance 
themselves from providing development aid to the SAC. Earlier plans for 
university autonomy and curriculum reform can only advance if HEIs are 
authorised to implement them—an unlikely prospect. The more likely 
outcome is the complete stasis of the HE system, causing Myanmar to fall 
even further behind in this development indicator. Yet, given the very real 
need to increase workforce skills, particularly in science and technology, 
one scenario could see the junta align itself with a foreign ally, in a way that 
may weaken Myanmar’s independence and further erode human security. 
It is not yet known which foreign governments may decide to endorse 
the junta’s administration. As this becomes clearer the threats to national 
and regional security will be more apparent. Regardless of the options that 
arise or the outcomes, the unpleasant certainty is that the aspirations of yet 
another generation of Myanmar students and academics will be thwarted 
by political upheaval. 
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In the immediate wake of the 2021 coup, the world witnessed the 
depressingly familiar modus operandi of the Myanmar military. Promises 
made to restore a constitutional democracy through a ‘reformed’ Union 
Electoral Commission were made alongside those of a return to the status 
quo once corruption was rooted out by the saviour of the Union, the 
military. The shock was palpable to the generation of children and young 
adults who could only dimly remember a time of fear and repression before 
the ‘transitional’ period to democracy that began with national elections 
in 2011 and the release of Aung San Suu Kyi from house arrest. There 
was shock, too, among development organisations and governments that 
had believed that Myanmar was on an upward and linear trajectory to a 
democratic future, despite occasional setbacks and a gruellingly slow pace of 
reform. Many governments and organisations assumed. that the Myanmar 
military, entrenched in the country as its dominant institution and intricately 
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tied up in its economy, would somehow be won over by sheer passion and 
a sense of inevitability and agree to amend the constitution, removing its 
central role in the political and economic life of the country, as the military 
had done in Indonesia. 


There was never any evidence for these assumptions. The last 60 years 
of Myanmar’s history clearly show a trajectory of ongoing authoritarian rule 
in which the strategic use of political violence and widespread repression of 
basic rights have been regularly adopted by the generals, their cronies and 
families to allow them to limp along in power, even if they are despised. 


Like in previous widespread pro-democracy protests (notably in 1988), 
a new generation of young people have been radicalised and taken up arms 
against the junta. Millions of civilians have been displaced, and hundreds 
of thousands have fled the country. And, as in previous purges, in 2022 the 
regime sought to rollout a military campaign to eliminate resistance to its 
rule and to break the nexus between the existing armed organisations and 
the newly formed People’s Defence Forces (PDFs). 


But this is not 1988 and much has changed in the world since the previous 
uprisings. Indeed, much has changed even since the attempted Saffron 
Revolution in 2008. As the contributors to this volume demonstrate, the 
roles of foreign companies, neighbouring countries, foreign governments, 
regional and political groups, aid organisations and disruptive technologies 
in the resistance to the reimposition of military rule, renewed civil war 
and ensuing emergency humanitarian crisis are different to any of the 
previous crises. The most important changes are local and regional, with 
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) changing its narrative 
of noninterference in Myanmar and with the Myanmar people being more 
able to organise themselves to resist the imposition of military rule after 
having had a decade of relative freedom of association. 


As the chapters of the volume illustrate, the political landscape has forever 
changed in Myanmar. The National Unity Government (NUG) is a 
significant evolution beyond the old National League for Democracy, with 
broader inclusivity, new policies and a new generation of leaders. Whatever 
happens now, significant change has been wrought. Likewise, formation 
of the Civil Disobedience Movement, then the PDFs, has added to the 
minority organisations and their armed wings, changing the status quo 
and power of the people to fight authoritarianism and oppression. Again, 
whatever happens next, these changes will impact the political landscape in 
Myanmar for generations. 
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Similarly, we see fundamental changes forced upon the delivery of 
development and humanitarian aid to Myanmar. For decades, aid donors 
and agencies have focused on development and tried to strengthen the 
capacity of state institutions; that is no longer desirable or possible. They 
have long preferred to fund multilateral organisations and international 
agencies, because of their capacity for large-scale projects and compliance 
with international accountability criterion, usually only bringing in local 
organisations as implementing partners or as part of consortia; most of 
those large programs have now been curtailed, and local groups are doing 
the most effective work. Aid donors and agencies have long considered 
development and humanitarian aid separately, formulating different 
policies and insisting on the neutrality of humanitarian aid. But now, 
local non-government organisations are delivering humanitarian aid and 
all local civil society activity is inherently political—even while meeting 
humanitarian need. 


The opening up of Myanmar’s communications sector over the past decade, 
in particular the widespread adoption of mobile phones and rapid internet 
uptake, has made it much easier to communicate, plan and mobilise civil 
society. This facilitated not only the Civil Disobedience Movement and 
PDFs, but also the mobilisation of humanitarian aid to the most vulnerable, 
such as internally displaced persons, in an agile response by dispersed local 
civil society groups. Myanmar civil society has changed. International 
principles no longer seem to apply. Instead, the changes demand that the 
global aid architecture significantly revamp its policy and practice. 


Insights about the likely direction of the 
conflict and its key actors 


Farrelly (Chapter 2) notes that, in Naypyidaw, the expectation remains 
that the international community will become increasingly exhausted with 
Myanmar’s tragic situation and, together with the related inability of ASEAN 
to build a more proactive policy position, the post-coup government will 
have sufficient time to consolidate its rule. Kironska and Jiang (Chapter 6) 
add that China is already moving from a position of ambiguous neutrality 
to support for, and engagement with, the military—a move the generals are 
no doubt banking on. 
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If, as it is looking likely, the coup is further consolidated, the country’s 
democratic activists are likely to face years, even decades, of dismay and 
punishment. Atrocities will continue and the space for resistance will 
become tighter and tighter. Simpson and McIntyre (Chapter 5) argue 
that the situation in Myanmar will get worse before it gets better, and that 
international justice mechanisms will have little if any ability to hold the 
generals to account. There are no quick fixes, no international processes or 
mechanisms to force change. The heavy burdens of forced displacement, 
poverty, food shortages and unemployment, along with the collapse of the 
healthcare and education systems, as well as the pressure of COVID-19, 
will continue unabated for the foreseeable future; not to mention climate 
change, which is already disrupting the monsoon, causing droughts, reducing 
agricultural returns, and threatening severe catastrophe at any moment. 


Echoing Simpson and MclIntyre’s concerns, McCarthy and Saw Moo 
(Chapter 11) conclude that, in the medium term, the deepening of societal 
reliance on non-state social actors both to survive and resist dictatorship 
should compel strategic thinking about how a future civilian government 
can better address the precarity faced by ordinary people, and put to rest the 
legacies of inequality bequeathed by past and current periods of dictatorship. 
Farrelly proposes a frightening possible scenario in which centrifugal forces 
ultimately unravel claims to a single union in Myanmar. Some areas and 
leaders would be better placed to take advantage of the comprehensive 
failure of the central authorities to maintain the current order; this vision 
of state collapse and fragmentation paints a dire warning of one possible 
outcome of the current chaos. 


Ware and Laoutides (Chapter 9) as well as Ye Min Zaw and Tay Zar Myo 
Win (Chapter 10) argue that we can already see this occurring in Arakan 
State. They conclude that the Arakanese community is steadily moving 
towards the claim of territorial autonomy by invoking historical narratives 
and the use of armed force. The state- and nation-building work of the 
Arakan Army since the coup has certainly consolidated their power and 
strengthened their claim of autonomy, and they have declared that they will 
take their claim of sovereignty outside the Union if there is no room for them 
within the Union. Similar centrifugal forces will surely pull on other ethnic 
minority organisations unless the NUG are seen to succeed in the near to 
medium term. In Bamar-majority areas of central Myanmar, the possibility 
of ongoing discontent and conflict is very real, especially given the mixed 
population patterns across most areas of Myanmar. Any process of partition 
on the basis of ethnicity would create messy and probably violent upheavals. 
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Amid the scramble for control, communications have become critical, with 
new possibilities for informing communities of impending military actions 
opening up with the uptake of mobile phones, VPNs and encrypted social 
media channels. Ye Min Zaw and Tay Zar Myo Win (Chapter 10) remind 
readers of the violence that has also been fuelled through the social media 
propaganda promulgated by the Myanmar military and ultra-nationalist 
groups against the Rohingya. They warn the international community 
of the need for ongoing vigilance against technology companies enabling 
violent hate speech and fabricated stories circulating in Myanmar. But, 
as Jadyn, Skidmore and Medail (Chapter 3) note, at the same time, new 
communication technology has enabled new ways of mobilising and 
supporting the resistance, including crowdfunding and digital financing. 
This inflow of money and arms is having results on the ground, and the 
PDFs are far better equipped in 2022 than they were in 2021. Nonetheless, 
Jadyn, Skidmore and Medail caution against drawing overly optimistic 
conclusions from the internet-savvy youth regarding Myanmar’s resistance 
to the junta. They suggest that, although cyberspace currently offers a way 
to even the stakes on the ground, techno-totalitarianism in Myanmar may 
eventually look like it does in China. New cyber-surveillance technologies 
purchased by the junta will result in more measures designed to deny 
Burmese citizens access to the cyber-world as the junta learns to navigate 
and create their own cyber-sphere. 


The contributors to this volume have provided insights that have policy 
implications for foreign governments, both neighbours and those further 
afield. Detailed analysis, drawing out implications and recommendations, 
are provided in each chapter. The following section summarises just a few of 
the key implications and policy recommendations from the analysis. 


Implications for governments 


Farrelly (Chapter 2) reminds governments of the importance of ASEAN, 
once again, as a primary international link between Myanmar and its regional 
neighbours. Moe Thuzar (Chapter 7) believes ASEAN’s ability to find 
solutions to the current dilemma in Myanmar is limited by its own structural 
flaws and diminished capacity to persuade the Myanmar military; however, 
ASEAN is changing its narrative of noninterference. The Myanmar crisis 
presents yet another reminder that ASEAN and its member states need 
to determine the value and import of ASEAN membership, as well as the 
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importance of implementing the mentality of ASEAN centrality. Arguing 
that ASEAN should lead a coalition of UN and other dialogue parties, Moe 
Thuzar points to the consultative meeting held on 6 May 2022 as a first 
step. She notes that hopes for individual ASEAN members’ engagement 
with the NUG currently centre on supporting the NUG’s humanitarian 
assistance efforts via local community networks and channels, including in 
ethnic-controlled areas. 


The role and ability of China to protect the Myanmar regime from the effects 
of international pressure, sanctions and embargoes is not straightforward, as 
considerable anti-China sentiment has been evident in the response to the 
coup by the Myanmar population. The potential of Myanmar to become 
a collapsed state, the potential involvement of China, Russia and North 
Korea in Myanmar’s development, and the enormous resources required to 
rebuild Myanmar as a nascent democratic state if the junta steps back, are all 
scenarios that will require Myanmar to be a higher political and aid priority 
than it has been since the coup. 


Coppel (Chapter 4) reminds Western nations of the limited effectiveness 
of sanctions during previous eras of military dictatorship in Myanmar, and 
points to their inability to distinguish between hurting the regime’s upper 
echelons and the most vulnerable of the population. He argues that foreign 
activist organisations need to think beyond the standard action playbook 
focused on large Western corporations and devise Myanmar-focused 
strategies—that is, strategies that directly assist agents and conditions for 
change in Myanmar. It is the businesses, organisations and people who 
remain, not those that have left, that will ultimately influence change 
in Myanmar. 


Galloway (Chapter 14) focuses on the education system as one sector 
among many that has been upended by the coup, and one that will require 
not just significant rebuilding but also fundamental reform. International 
sanctions may have adverse impacts here; for example, they might prevent 
academics from returning to Myanmar to continue pre-coup teaching or 
from resuming research projects that could potentially be viewed by the 
regime as foreign interference. She also notes the new security environment 
in Australia, pointing to complications for educational institutions and 
researchers re-engaging with Myanmar who require clearance under the 
Foreign Relations Act 2020. 
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Simpson and McIntyre (Chapter 5) argue that the ‘Responsibility to Protect’ 
policy offers the best guide to the levers available for the international 
community to influence and pressure the military regime. They also argue 
that Australia should join other nations as in intervenor in the International 
Court of Justice genocide case, even though the jurisdiction of international 
courts remains limited. However, they conclude that foreign governments 
recognising the NUG may, in the long term, be the most effective option 
for holding the generals to account, because the NUG has committed to 
joining the Rome Statute, which would give the International Criminal 
Court jurisdiction in Myanmar. 


Kironska and Jiang (Chapter 6) argue that China’s new assertiveness in its 
foreign policy, as well as its geostrategic two-ocean objectives, comprise new 
areas of analysis that complicate the traditional view of China’s peaceful 
rise to power. They conclude that, when dealing with China, Western 
countries need to understand that there has been a change in behaviour 
and that China is likely to be more assertive and, possibly, more extreme. 
Further, when dealing with Myanmar, they argue that countries such as 
Australia need to be aware that China is likely to become a stronger ally 
to the Tatmadaw as time goes by. China is unlikely to contribute to, and 
will possibly oppose, any moves by international actors to engage with the 
Myanmar shadow government. 


Insights for donors 


The companies, institutions and foreign investors that committed resources 
during Myanmar’s brief liberalisation period are unlikely to return with 
substantial investments in the short or medium term, according to Farrelly 
(Chapter 2). However, material support can be given to the NUG. Simpson 
and McIntyre (Chapter 5) argue that the US could release the USD1 billion 
of assets frozen by the Federal Reserve to the NUG as a major show of 
concrete support for the country and its elected representatives. 


More contentiously, Simpson and McIntyre argue that, if the international 
community and donors want to do things differently to try to end the 
cycle of violence and repression, it would be justifiable to support the 
anti-junta PDFs that have emerged, often in conjunction with existing 
ethnic minority militias, to militarily challenge the Tatmadaw. While many 
governments are hesitant to arm or support non-state militias, arguing that 
non-violent methods should be employed, Myanmar’s military has shown 
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throughout history that it has no qualms about ruthlessly and brutally 
crushing non-violent opposition movements. The alignment of the PDFs 
with a multi-party, unified shadow government, recently elected in a 
landslide, and the international war crimes cases being pursued against the 
juntas military leaders, perhaps makes this case very different to other cases. 
While the conflicts and crises in Myanmar are only likely to be resolved 
by groups within the country, Simpson and McIntyre conclude that 
international aid and diplomatic support may well provide the opposition 
movement with the resources, resolve and recognition it needs to force 
a negotiated settlement. 


To this end, and almost as contentiously, Décobert (Chapter 12) calls for the 
funding and provision of emergency aid to be directed primarily to local-level 
systems and organisations, and for any preconditions of ‘normative neutrality’ 
to cease. This would be a major change to the ‘business as usual’ approach to 
aid to Myanmar—and one that many would argue is long overdue. It is 
simply not possible in the current environment for international agencies 
to work in-country. Décobert argues that, in practical terms, and given the 
escalating humanitarian needs in Myanmar, international donors and aid 
agencies must increase their support to civil society organisations and local 
non-government organisations, which have the expertise, local legitimacy 
and systems to offer alternatives to top-down aid and internationally driven 
aid practices. She concludes that these types of approaches are necessary, not 
only to channel assistance to civilian populations in need of aid but also to 
help lay the foundations for longer-term democratisation, development and 
peace in Myanmar. Décobert is clear that, in a context in which normative 
neutrality can do very real harm, international humanitarian engagement 
should be guided by an overarching solidarity-focused approach, and 
international donors and aid agencies must ensure that their programs do 
not end up legitimising, emboldening or enabling the military regime, but, 
rather, support the agency and autonomy of the Myanmar people. 


Aung Naing and Wells (Chapter 13) draw the same broad conclusions and 
policy directions as Décobert, urging donors to end any allegiance to the 
concept that providing humanitarian aid can be a neutral or apolitical act, and 
that a single unitary and reproducible model of society can be implemented 
from above. They argue strongly that if civil society organisations and local 
non-government organisations are adapting their modus operandi to deliver 
humanitarian aid that embeds political resistance, then international donors 
should follow suit. Issues such as accountability frameworks being rigidly 
structured around financial audits rather than operational information 
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should also be addressed. Aung Naing and Wells believe that it behoves 
the international donor community to consider its own capacity to adapt 
to the needs of local organisations, and to support the creation of multiple, 
alternative spaces of citizenry from which a new state, or states, can emerge. 


The education sector provides a good illustration of the needs and 
opportunities for donors, many equally applicable to other sectors. 
Galloway (Chapter 14) notes that new relationships will need to be built 
between foreign agencies and donors, and that the relationship with the 
Myanmar Ministry of Education will need to be redefined. Given the events 
of the last decade, it will likely take three to five years for these relationships 
to be re-established. However, donors will be cautious before committing 
resources at the levels seen in the 2016-20 period. On a more positive note, 
Galloway argues that much more could be done by the global university 
community for international students from Myanmar. Even if a fraction of 
the world’s universities provided fee waivers and living allowances for some 
Myanmar students, significant demands would be met. From a strategic 
perspective, if foreign governments did the same, they would be shoring up 
Myanmar’s future. 


Insights for the aid sector 


Similar to the insights discussed above for donors, the most effective way 
for multilateral and international non-government organisations to provide 
aid is via closer partnerships with local organisations. Such aid should be 
provided in innovative ways that enhance the autonomy and decision- 
making agency of local organisations. As Décobert (Chapter 12) and Aung 
Naing and Wells (Chapter 13) point out, local responses to the humanitarian 
crisis demonstrate both the strength and effectiveness of locally driven aid 
in Myanmar and the capacity of the sector to deliver. Décobert argues 
for a version of localisation that is not only about local actors working in 
their own communities but also about those actors having the genuine 
autonomy and agency to shape their own programs. Aung Naing and Wells 
highlight the strength of responses by traditional parahita welfare groups as 
well as civil society organisations and local non-government organisations. 
There is substantial evidence of not only continued but also expanded 
operations by a myriad of loosely formed voluntary organisations, whereas 
the operations of larger, international NGOs and local NGOs have largely 
stalled. Voluntary associations of all descriptions are providing food aid, 
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medical care, education and refugee assistance to the hundreds of thousands 
of people displaced and harmed since the coup. Both Décobert and Aung 
Naing and Wells argue for more empowering partnerships with these 
organisations (i.e. partnerships that hand over greater decision-making power 
and operational control) as well as recognising and explicitly supporting 
them in their rejection of expectations that aid should be apolitical. For 
those on the ground, aid is a deeply political issue; their support for others is 
an act of resistance (not just compassion), not so much in direct opposition 
to the state but as a substitute for, and rebuke of, an absent or illegitimate 
state. To deliver that aid with passion and motivation, they demand that 
the inequalities and injustices perpetrated by top-down international 
aid systems and partnerships be overturned. Further, they demand the 
autonomy and agency to shape their own programs, responses and futures. 
For that, multilateral and international non-government organisations must 
reverse the current power inequalities in aid partnerships. 


There is an opportunity here to significantly strengthen the role and capacity 
of civil society and its international linkages and partnerships. But there 
is also a danger. McCarthy and Saw Moo (Chapter 11) demonstrate how 
the local, charitable, civil society sector has been simultaneously disciplined 
and strategically coopted by State Administration Council officials to help 
manage both the pandemic and the humanitarian crisis created by the coup. 
McCarthy and Saw Moo see the non-state, charitable sector as being in 
a difficult position with regard to state demands for their neutrality. Most 
continue in defiance of such demands, using aid as an act of resistance, 
but international bodies need to be aware of these pressures on local 
organisations and the significant risks they face in their work. Contesting 
such space requires extraordinary levels of adaptive capacity. 


Ye Min Zaw and Tay Zar Myo Win (Chapter 10) likewise call for more 
aid to be channelled directly to civil society groups in Rakhine State for 
work among both the Rakhine and Rohingya communities. Further, they 
highlight the need to empower those groups. This is not just a new way of 
providing aid locally, but is a means of keeping both communities connected 
to the ongoing situation throughout the country. Like others in this volume, 
Ye Min Zaw and Tay Zar Myo Win argue for the ability of aid provision to 
empower civil society groups. Like Galloway (Chapter 14), they make a case 
for scholarships for youth from Arakanese and Rakhine communities. And, 
like Moe Thuzar (Chapter 7), they urge ongoing community support for 
integrated social cohesion and community-level, livelihood-based economic 
activities and peace-building programs across Rakhine State. 
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The future 


As Farrelly (Chapter 2) notes in this volume, no matter which potential 
scenario eventuates, Myanmar will spend many years lagging behind 
its neighbours. It is clear now that the military is settling in and will not 
contemplate any gestures towards ‘dialogue’ or replacing the constitution 
until it is satisfied that its political control is unassailable. These new threats 
come from the battlefield, where, once again, the military junta is fighting 
itself into a standstill; other threats are economic, with the military needing 
to ensure it has enough money through the sale of oil and gas to fund its 
rule. Unless the NUG and PDFs can pull off an unlikely and overwhelming 
victory over the military forces, or other leadership dramatically emerges and 
leads the Myanmar military in a new direction, or some other unforeseen 
event occurs, the military are likely to remain intransient and bloody- 
minded. 


Politically, the military are determined to neutralise the threat of Aung 
San Suu Kyi and the National League for Democracy by ensuring the 
organisation no longer exists and its leader languishes in prison. It is likewise 
trying to limit the power of the NUG and undoubtedly has the NUG high 
on its list. On the international stage, the military must fend off ASEAN’s 
occasional demands for dialogue, and, in this respect, must neutralise the 
NUG’s political lobbying to be recognised as the legitimate government 
of Myanmar. And it must increase its control of cyberspace to limit both 
the funding of opposition through digital financing and the coordination 
of resistance. 


The diehard pragmatists will, of course, argue that the Myanmar people 
should resign themselves to ongoing servitude to their brutal military in 
order to decrease the number of deaths due to conflict. Conversely, at the 
other end of the political spectrum, some will as passionately argue for 
the arming of the PDFs by the international community. Both ends of the 
spectrum see peace as an end that justifies the means. 


We believe that the reimposition of military rule through the brutal coup 
of February 2021 will only come to an end when enough of the population 
rises up against their rulers. Most likely, this will require the provocation 
of internal changes within the military itself. Aung San Suu Kyi once 
paraphrased Joseph de Maistre by saying that the people get the government 
they deserve, but no-one deserves this longstanding and brutish regime. 
In the years that come, the international community must not forget the 
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brave people of Myanmar. Coppel (Chapter 4) argues that regime collapse 
is not a strategic goal if it results in, once again, the immiseration of the 
population. It is clear, however, that governments, multilateral agencies, 
development and humanitarian organisations, and democracy and human 
rights activists must join with the resistance movement in new ways to 
ensure that this period of military rule is shorter than all those that have 
preceded it. As Décobert (Chapter 12) notes, this is a time of opportunity: 
the contributors to this volume have shown many potential pathways by 
which purposeful and principled policy and collaboration can occur. 


